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Abstract 
School-Community Engagement for School Resource Acquisition: 
A Phenomenological Study of Private School Leaders 
Linda M. S. Norman 
Kathy Geller, Ph.D. 
 
 
 
 
Tuition alone cannot meet the budgetary and financial needs of private, tuition-based 
schools, thereby increasing pressure on private school leaders to engage in their 
communities to acquire resources for their schools, such as educational programming 
support, tuition aid and scholarships, and funding for operational costs. This 
phenomenological study sought to provide insights into the perceptions of leaders of 
private, tuition-based K-8 schools as they engage in their communities to acquire needed 
resources beyond what is provided by tuition. It examined participants’ views on creating 
effective community partnerships, leadership practices that are beneficial for the 
advancement of their schools, and their use of social capital to acquire resources from the 
greater community. Ten leaders of private, non-profit, K-8 schools located in Northern 
California participated in individual semi-structured interviews. Through in-depth 
qualitative analysis, the phenomenon of community engagement through the lived 
experience of private school leaders emerged in four themes: mission, relationship, 
challenges, and shared leadership. The four major findings of this study are: (1) the 
school mission inspires and motivates school engagement, (2) private school leaders face 
unique challenges in running their schools, (3) developing relationships is essential for 
gaining school support, and (4) shared leadership provides opportunities for increased 
school support.  These findings and their sub-findings were explored in relationship to 
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three critical areas of private school leadership as presented in the literature: the leader as 
entrepreneur, the leader as strategist, and the leader as community partner. Four results of 
this study emerged and were presented with interpretations by the researcher: (1) an 
engaging purpose and meaning inspire support, (2) bonding and belonging create 
supportive networks, (3) private school leaders set the tone and capacities for their 
schools, and (4) schools with community support are run with business skill sets.  The 
study concludes offering a synthesis of the shared perceptions of the participants with 
recommendations for private school leaders who seek supportive community partnerships 
as well as areas for further research. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
 This study explored how private school leaders strategically engage within 
communities to acquire support for their schools. A phenomenological approach was 
used to identify best practices and potential barriers to successful community partnering 
as well as to gain insight from the lived experiences of the leaders who participated in 
this study. The goal of this research is to inform school leadership practices aimed at 
building community relationships that may result in needed and beneficial resources. The 
research was conducted with the chief leaders from ten private, tuition-based, non-profit, 
K-8 schools in Northern California. 
Introduction to the Problem 
Fueled by modern social and economic stressors, the financial and support 
structures of private schools are quickly changing. Tuition alone is insufficient to cover 
the costs necessary to run a school, and benefactors are increasingly more difficult to 
find. Salaries, program expenses, facility and maintenance needs are making an 
increasingly larger impact upon school budgets. The need for additional financial support 
and tuition assistance for student families are also rising. With increasing financial strain 
upon private schools, school leaders may respond either by improving efficiency and 
effectiveness with the resources they possess or seek new opportunities from their 
communities to secure additional resources (Maguad, 2007).  
Along with financial stressors, private school leaders are also facing increasing 
competition for enrollment and public reputation (Gemello & Osman, 1984; Lubienski, 
Gulosino & Weitzel, 2009). The charter school boom, along with increased public school 
choices, such as technology and arts focused schools, has resulted in an increased need 
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for leaders to have a better strategic understanding of the educational marketplace in 
order to navigate the competition (Sahlberg, 2006). Sahlberg suggests that the increased 
competitive environment and expanded educational options among both private and 
public institutions has brought forth a “marketization” of education (p. 262). Because of 
this, a new consumer orientation is developing and schools are investing in public 
relations and marketing to promote themselves in their communities (Kurbatova, 2001; 
Lubienski, 2005; Parker, Cook & Pettijohn, 2007; Sahlberg, 2006). 
 Like their public counterparts, private school leaders are increasingly finding 
themselves working from an entrepreneurial leader skill-set to meet the needs of their 
schools (Lubienski, 2005). This includes developing the institution and its ability to 
compete (Kurbatova, 2001), seeking beneficial opportunities and managing the 
associated risks (Drucker, 1998; Price, 2004), and the ability to harness the collective 
action of their community networks to direct resources toward their school’s identified 
needs (Plagens, 2011). The strategic use of social capital to bond and bridge relationships 
within social networks, has the potential to bring forth resources that are embedded 
within those community relationships (Hatala, 2009). Therefore, it is important for 
private school leaders to understand how to promote their schools in the community, how 
to seek out and identify resources available outside the walls of their schools, and how to 
engage in their community in ways that are strategically beneficial for their schools. 
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
Tuition alone cannot meet the budgetary and financial needs of private schools 
creating a need for private school leaders to understand how to leverage social capital to 
gain resources and support from the greater community if their schools are to survive. 
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Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this study was to identify the practices used by successful private 
school leaders to gain resources from their community that tuition alone does not provide. 
With growing economic and environmental stressors upon private schools, it is critical 
that private school leaders understand how to leverage support from a variety of sources. 
As community partnerships help schools obtain necessary material, financial, and 
educational resources for teachers and students, the ability to establish partnerships may 
be considered an unavoidable element of school leadership and an integral aspect of 
professional development within the education profession (Hands, 2010). This study of 
private school leaders seeks a greater understanding of the partnering practices that 
benefit and support schools through the acquisition of resources. 
The most current data from California Department of Education (2012) reports 
that in the 2008-2009 school year, 7.9 percent of California’s kindergarten through 
twelfth grade students were enrolled in the state’s 3,357 private schools. This reflects a 
steady twelve year decline from a high of 9.9 percent of students in 4,323 schools in 
1996-1997. Whether the decline in private schools is the result of an increase in school 
choice, an increase in school competition, or due to economic or environmental demands, 
the closing of 966 private schools in twelve years implies a concern for the continuing 
stability and support for California’s private schools. 
This study provides insights into private school leadership practices that are 
experienced to strengthen school support and economic stability. By examining the lived 
experiences of private school leaders, this study provides data on best practices for school 
advancement, school-community partnerships, social capital and resource acquisition.  
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Research Questions 
This qualitative research project was designed as a phenomenological study to 
explore how leaders in private, tuition-based, K-8 schools engage in their communities to 
leverage support for their schools.   
The research questions guiding this study are: 
1. What do private school leaders who have created effective community 
partnerships describe as their lived experience? 
2. What are the leadership practices that private school leaders perceive as 
beneficial for the advancement of their schools?  
3. How do private school leaders describe their use of social capital to acquire 
resources from the greater community? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stance 
Qualitative researchers bring their paradigms, worldviews and beliefs to their 
research, which influences the context of their study (Creswell, 2007).  As the researcher 
of this phenomenological study of private school leadership, I bring the paradigms of 
social constructivism and pragmatism. As a social constructivist, I believe that reality is a 
subjective experience which compels one to conduct research to derive understanding of 
the world through the subjective meanings of one’s experiences (Creswell, 2007). As a 
pragmatist, I focus on the guiding research questions, and the practical actions, purpose, 
and meaningful outcomes that emerge from the findings (Creswell, 2007). Through a 
social constructivist, pragmatic perspective, I explored the lived experiences of those who 
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are leading private schools with the intent of understanding how they engage in their 
communities and build social capital which may result in support for their schools. 
At the time I began this study, I was employed as a first year principal in a 
private, economically struggling K-8 school in Northern California. Without a job 
description, I signed a contract that stated that I was responsible for the instructional and 
financial leadership of the school. During my first days, I learned that the school was 
suffering greatly from declining enrollment, an unhealthy tuition and financial aid 
structure, weak tuition collection, overstaffing, and many internal and institutional issues 
that appeared to undermine the school’s ability to succeed. I was more than overwhelmed 
in my new role as a private school leader.  
Immediately, I went to work to bring financial stability to the school. However, 
even after putting into place policies, protocols, and organizational processes that led to a 
healthy operating budget, I continued to notice that the school was a stagnant 
organization. It felt to me that the school community had accepted a system wide 
complacency under the guise of tradition. Witnessing other private schools enjoy the 
benefits of full enrollments, waiting lists, facility improvements, and expendable income, 
I needed to know how they were able to bring support and resources to their schools 
beyond tuition and benefactors. Maybe the most important stance I brought to this study 
is an intense interest, passion, and commitment to private education. 
 It is important to note my goals and motivations for conducting this study. Goals 
serve two main functions; they guide the study to ensure it is worth doing and they help 
justify the research (Maxwell, 2005). Personally, I held the goal of gaining a clearer 
understanding of private school leadership, community partnerships, and the role social 
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capital plays in the acquisition of resources. Practically, I held the goal of gaining 
knowledge from this study in order to build my own leadership competencies and 
enhance my ability to secure support in order to strengthen the school I lead.  
 In phenomenological research, it is necessary for the researcher to reflect 
frequently upon one’s personal views and experiences in order to understand more clearly 
the views and experiences of others. Moustakas (1994) explains that “in phenomenology, 
perception is regarded as the primary source of knowledge, the source that cannot be 
doubted” (p. 52). It is important that the phenomenological researcher approach the 
problem or question naively, allowing the subject to construct a full description of his or 
her conscious experience. The evidence is what shows itself. However, this presents a 
dilemma if the researcher’s bias, preconceptions, and expectations create a barrier that 
hinders this naivety. In phenomenology, “subject and object are integrated—what one 
sees is interwoven with how one sees it, with whom one sees it, and with whom one is. 
One’s personal perception, the thing one perceives, and the experience or act interrelates 
to make the objective subjective and the subjective objective” (p. 59). Moustakas refers 
to this as an investigation of “intersubjective reality” (p. 59) and challenges the 
phenomenological researcher to create “epoche,” a clearing of space within oneself to 
void one’s judgment and expectation. Recognizing the need for epoche, I took great care 
to offset any unconscious bias or expectations which may cloud my research by 
identifying and bracketing my thoughts as they arose during my research through the use 
of a researcher’s journal, as well as by including triangulation of data in my 
methodology.  
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 Moustakas explains phenomenology to include not only naïve observing, but also 
deep reflection to “combine the textural and structural meanings to arrive at the essences 
of an experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 59). In many ways, this process follows much 
like the movement of Scharmer’s Theory U. Scharmer (2009) clarifies three basic stages 
of the U movement, which are: sensing – “observing, becoming one with the world,” 
presencing – “deep reflection… seeing from the deepest source and becoming a vehicle 
for that source,” and realizing – “the capacity to sense something new and act 
instantaneously in accordance with what that felt knowledge dictates” (p. 88-91). 
Throughout the process of conducting and writing this study, I deliberately took time to 
practice Scharmer’s Theory. Through quiet, deep reflection and capturing my thoughts 
and feelings in my researcher’s journal, I trust that I successfully identified and bracketed 
my paradigms, worldviews and beliefs so that an unbiased clarity and truth emerged from 
the data. 
Conceptual Framework  
This study acknowledges that te role and functioning of a school’s leader is 
critical to the process of initiating, building and sustaining community partnerships that 
are profitable and beneficial to the school. Social capital and an entrepreneural mindset 
are necessary components of school leadership (Anderson & White, 2011). A leader’s 
failure to successfully establish, and later sustain, positive and beneficial partnerships 
may lead to not only the loss of potential advantages, but more significantly may harm 
the school’s reputation within its greater community (Maurasse, 2001). 
To understand the experience of private school leaders as they acquire resources 
from their community, this study explored the essence of the lived experiences of private 
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Leader as 
Strategist
Price (2004)
Davies & 
Davies (2010)
Bryson (2010)
Leader as 
Entrepreneur
Drucker  
(1985)  
Hatala (2009)
Anderson & 
White (2011)            
Leader as 
Community 
Partner
Maurasse 
(2001)
Russell & 
Flynn (2000)
Hands (2010)
school leaders utilizing social capital for resource acquisition through three streams of 
theory, research and practice: the leader as entrepreneur, the leader as strategist, and the 
leader as community partner. A graphic representation of the conceptual framework is 
found in Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Conceptual framework. 
 
 
Definition of Terms 
California Private School Affidavit: a listing of private schools with the names and 
contact information for their principals or heads of school. This database is published 
online annually and publically available on the California Department of Education 
website (CA Dept. of Ed., 2013). 
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Distributed Leadership: Includes collaborative modes of engagement which arise 
spontaneously in the workplace, intuitive understanding that develops as part of close 
working relations among colleagues, and structural relations and institutionalized 
arrangements which regularize distributed action (Gronn, 2003, p. 35). 
Entrepreneur: One “associated with a business benefit, and therefore with economic 
growth and the business motives of profit, expansion of networks, markets or ‘the 
brand’” (Anderson & White, 2011, p. 53). 
Entrepreneurial Orientation: “The processes, structures and behaviors that are 
characterized by innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk taking” (Stam & Elfring, 2008, 
p. 98). 
Epoche:  A clearing of space within oneself to void one’s judgment and expectation 
(Moustakas, 1994). 
Outreach: Acknowledging that a school must function in a complex context to be highly 
effective, “the leader is an advocate and a spokesperson for the school to all 
stakeholders” (Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005, p. 58). 
Partnerships: “Connections that are built on social interaction, mutual trust, and 
relationships that promote agency within a community” (Bauch, 2001, p. 205). 
Resources: “Instructional improvement requires additional resources in the form of 
materials, equipment, space, time, and access to new ideas and expertise” (Fullan, 2001, 
p. 64-65). 
Resourcing: “Grants, in-kind and volunteer support, sponsorship, awards, prizes or 
donations, and, more broadly, relationship building within the school and externally” 
(Anderson & White, 2011, p. 51). 
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School-Community Partnerships: Connections between schools and community 
individuals, organizations, and businesses that are created to promote students’ social, 
emotional, physical, and intellectual development (Sanders, 2001). 
Social Capital: Social structures and resources which are inherent to more or less 
institutionalized relationships of mutual recognition, both internal and external to the 
organization, which allow facilitating mutually beneficial, responsible action (Maak, 
2007). 
Strategic Alliance: A formal relationship between two or more parties who 
cooperatively or collaboratively work to pursue a set of agreed upon goals or to meet a 
critical business need while remaining independent organizations (Russell & Flynn, 
2000). 
Strategic Management: “The appropriate and reasonable integration of strategic 
planning and implementation across an organization in an ongoing way to enhance the 
fulfillment of mission, meeting of mandates, continuous learning, and sustained creation 
of public value” (Bryson, 2010, p. 256). 
Strategy: A plan for interacting with the competitive environment to achieve the 
intended goals (Price, 2004).  
Theory U: Methodology of a way of thinking which enables one to be aware of one’s 
blind spots to bring forth the desired future which emerges from within (Scharmer, 2009). 
Assumptions and Limitations 
As a first year principal in a struggling private school and as a private school 
educator for over 25 years, the researcher holds seven assumptions that may have 
influence in this study. (1) The first assumption is that private schools may be at a greater 
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economic disadvantage than their public and charter school counterparts as private 
schools receive little government funding, if any, and there appears to be fewer 
benefactors who are willing to donate to non-public, special interest, or faith-based 
schools. (2) Secondly, all schools are in relationship with their communities. Therefore, 
(3) there are individuals, businesses and organizations within communities who desire to 
partner with nonpublic schools. Because of the tuition-cost gap, (4) private schools need 
to have benefactors who contribute to their needs. Without benefactors, private schools 
cannot survive. Another significant assumption is that (5) benefactors are motivated to 
contribute due to a perceived gain. This is where the researcher assumes that school 
leadership need to understand how to successfully engage in the community, as (6) 
school leaders need to know how to seek out community benefactors and maximize the 
support they can give to their school, and (7) school leaders can either be a detriment or a 
benefit to their school’s ability to profit from their community relationships. 
The limitations of this study may be found in the researcher’s limited sampling of 
private school leaders. While the subjects were selected through purposeful sampling of a 
variety of Northern California private, tuition-based, non-profit K-8 schools, the data 
provided from this study’s interviews may not necessarily generalize to all private school 
leaders.  
Summary 
Private school leaders rely on multiple sources of support for the financial and 
institutional stability of their schools. The purpose of this phenomenological study was to 
conduct an in-depth analysis of private school leaders’ use of social capital as a 
leadership strategy to acquire community resources for their schools. This study is 
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meaningful for researchers of school leadership because it will add to the research and 
literature on school-community partnerships for private schools. This study may also 
provide meaningful data regarding strategic partnering, institutional marketing and 
branding, and best practices for those in private education leadership.    
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
Growing economic stressors and an increasing competitive market among private 
and public schools has changed the nature of private school leadership. Private school 
leaders continue to hold responsibility for student learning and achievement, and the 
management and development of school staff, however, it is the environmental changes 
within the economic landscape of education that increasingly challenges school leaders to 
seek community partners, resource acquisition, and other external supportive strategies to 
sustain and improve their schools (Anderson & White, 2011; Edens & Gilsinan, 2005; 
Leonard, 2011; Maurrasse, 2001). 
To understand how leaders in private schools can benefit from the acquisition of 
resources and opportunities present in their community, this literature review explores 
private school leadership through three streams of theory, research and practice: (1) the 
leader as entrepreneur, (2) the leader as strategist, and (3) the leader as community 
partner. 
Literature Review 
Leader as Entrepreneur 
For today’s private schools, tuition, and fundraising activities may not be enough 
to support the institutions’ educational and institutional needs. The closed network of 
teachers, students, parents, alumni and benefactors may not have the capacity to sustain 
their school in today’s challenging economic and competitive environment. Fullan (2001) 
studied education’s changing culture and asserted that schools that were considered 
successful schools were the ones that were better at addressing their resource needs. 
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Researchers Anderson and White (2011) argued that to attract the resources necessary to 
sustain the needs of students and staff, schools must develop greater school support. They 
suggested that to do so, their leaders should apply the characteristics, role and functions 
of entrepreneurship to their leadership practice.  
The concept of entrepreneurship encompasses more than the common 
understanding of building and developing a business. All leaders, whether of for-profit or 
not-for-profit institutions, public service or education, are responsible for the growth and 
sustainability of their organization. An entrepreneurial perspective focuses leaders on 
finding and creating new opportunities and expanding existing ones in order to achieve 
profit and growth (Price, 2004). An entrepreneurial mindset seeks opportunity as the 
means for achieving organizational success (Drucker, 1998). Drucker (1998) asserted that 
entrepreneurial leaders achieve success because they have the “willingness to think in 
terms of the general rather than the specific, in terms of business, the contributions it 
makes, the satisfaction it supplies, the market and economy it serves” (p. 50).  As 
“leadership in business and in education increasingly have more in common” (Fullan, 
2001, p. xi), understanding entrepreneurial leadership as a necessary component of school 
leadership may facilitate the ability of private school leaders to seek and identify 
opportunities for the profit and benefit of their schools. 
Many studies highlight the importance of entrepreneurism in the ability to seek 
out opportunities, develop ventures, and build supportive networks (Anderson & White, 
2011; De Carolis, Litzky & Eddleston, 2009; Li, 2010; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Stam 
& Elfring, 2008). Research conducted by Anderson and White (2011) found that by 
working entrepreneurially, school leaders are able to address social challenges and meet 
15 
 
 
increasing demands. In particular, their study highlighted the important role of the 
principal in developing resourceful leadership in others throughout the school by 
demonstrating the entrepreneurial skills which attract the resources necessary for student 
learning and achievement. In another study, Stam and Elfring (2008) found that 
entrepreneurial orientation, defined as “the processes, structures and behaviors that are 
characterized by innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk taking” (p. 98) enhances both 
individual and group performance. They found that this is particularly true when 
entrepreneurialism is aligned within the group’s strategy and network of relationships.   
In their study of 269 entrepreneurs, DeCarolis, Litzky and Eddleston (2009) 
examined the role of the entrepreneurial characteristics of social network connectivity, 
relationship ability, risk propensity and the illusion of control upon the entrepreneur’s 
ability to accomplish developing new ventures. They argued that one’s social networks 
and relationships influence one’s illusion of control and risk propensity, and found that 
illusion of control and risk propensity are characteristics positively related to the 
development of new ventures. The researchers also concluded that entrepreneurs with 
many social contacts and who have secured greater accumulated resources and support 
from their contacts are better able to develop new ventures.  
Social Capital. 
The value of networks, social contacts, and the social capital that results from 
these relationships is a recurring theme within the literature on entrepreneurial leadership. 
While there are many definitions for social capital, for the context of private schools, 
social capital may be best understood from the definition by researcher Thomas Maak 
(2007) as “social structures and resources which are inherent to more or less 
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institutionalized relationships of mutual recognition, both internal and external to the 
organization, which allow facilitating mutually beneficial, responsible action” (p. 333). 
Hatala (2009) defined social capital simply by stating, “social capital consists of the 
resources that are embedded within people’s social networks” (p. 55). Many studies 
support these definitions of social capital as they have concluded that building 
relationships inside and outside the organization builds the organization’s capacity to 
achieve its goals (Frank, Zhao & Borman, 2004; Hatala, 2009; Holme & Rangel, 2011; 
Li, 2009; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Olsen & Chrispeels, 2009; Pirolo & Presutti, 2010; 
Wagner & Fernandez-Gimenez, 2009).  
Researchers Frank, Zhao and Borman (2004) studied six schools in three states in 
their implementation of computer technology into their schools. By examining how social 
capital, through the interactive sharing of expertise and social pressure to conform, 
leverages the implementation of innovation, the researchers concluded that social capital 
within organizations leverages access to expertise and group conformity to influence 
organizational members to achieve organizational goals. In another study of technology 
implementation in schools, Li (2010) identified social capital, along with school 
leadership, curriculum planning and student empowerment as pivotal to the success of 
implementation of support within the school (p. 288). Social capital factors that leveraged 
institutional support include: social trust, access to expertise, social pressure and 
expectation, and rapport with parents. “In this study, we found that social trust, access to 
expertise and social pressure were decisive factors that helped sustain the development 
and implementation of the innovations. These informal social support and social norms 
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provided the necessary scaffolding and driving force for (one to take risks and try new 
ideas beyond one’s common practices and beliefs)” (p. 292-293). 
In his study of 746 college and university students from 20 institutions, Hatala 
(2009) also found that social capital within networks can leverage resources and increase 
performance for the purpose of accomplishing goals. Upon examining the research 
findings, Hatala concluded that improving relations among individuals within an 
organization has the potential for providing greater opportunity for both the organization 
and the individual to accomplish their goals. Research has concluded that external 
networking activities also increase the potential for organizations and individuals to 
accomplish their goals (Bolívar & Chrispeels, 2011; Jordan & Manasib, 2006; Inkeles, 
2000).  
In addition to goal attainment, research has identified many additional benefits 
from building social capital within an organization and within its community, such as the 
benefit of shared and created knowledge and expertise (intellectual capital) (Nahapiet & 
Ghoshal, 1998), the promotion of cooperation, collaboration and coordination (Jordan & 
Manasib, 2006), the contribution to individual and group morale (Cheung & Chan, 2010), 
the ability to withstand environmental stress (Holme & Rangel, 2011), and the 
improvement of an organization’s ability to adapt to change and manage risk (Wagner 
and Fernandez-Gimenez, 2009). Literature on social capital highlighted the social and 
economic benefits that come from building relationships, fostering collaboration, and 
creating avenues for mutual public recognition (Anderson & White, 2011); however, it 
may be the increased access to resources and increased public recognition generated from 
social capital which may be especially important for private school leaders.  
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Leadership Competencies. 
Research suggests that it is beneficial for leaders to engage in the entrepreneurial 
characteristics that lead to high organizational performance. Olsen & Chrispeels (2009) in 
their comparison study of the literature on transformational leadership and social capital 
identified their mutual leadership competencies of “shared and supportive leadership, 
shared vision, collective learning and application of learning, supportive conditions, and 
shared personal practice” (p. 391).They found that when leaders are able to enhance 
social capital, create a purposeful environment for collective work, and combine the 
abilities of team members, the leader can generate significant collective action within 
their organization. 
To be entrepreneurial, leaders understand that they need to create something new 
and different, and they do this in part by changing and transmitting values in others 
(Drucker, 1985). Maak (2007) in his review of the literature on responsible leadership, 
stakeholder engagement and social capital noted the importance of leadership 
competencies which generate change and motivate others for a common goal. Maak 
identified the leadership competencies of trust and mutual obligations, the management 
of social relationships, and social and ethical intelligence to manage leading a mutually 
beneficial network. 
Entrepreneurial leadership is focused on identifying and organizing new ventures, 
while managing and assuming the involved risk (Price, 2004). Therefore, it is important 
that leaders in private schools have firsthand knowledge of the opportunities, resources, 
and expectations of those inside and outside the walls of their campuses. Hatala (2009) 
contended that leaders need to be capable of accessing and leveraging social capital 
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within their networks and the resources that may be available as a result of these 
connections. From this ability, leaders can strategize how best to engage their schools for 
the resources present in their community. “Any organization that is able to promote the 
importance of increased levels of social capital and individuals who can leverage and use 
the resources that exist within the network may experience higher levels of performance” 
(Hatala, 2009, p. 53).  
Rationale for how the stream informs the research. 
For private school leaders, the entrepreneurship mindset and the use of 
entrepreneurial skills may leverage school support from the development of new 
relationships, the encouragement of school engagement and volunteerism, and the 
identification and securing of financial support (Anderson and White, 2011). Private 
school leaders may be able to enhance their performance by understanding the role social 
capital plays in their relationships with their community and within their organizations. 
By examining the social structures and resources which are inherent to the school-
community relationship and the factors that allow for “facilitating mutually beneficial, 
responsible action” (Maak, 2007), leaders may best leverage the benefits of their 
relationships while minimizing the elements of risk that are associated with developing 
new ventures. The responsibility of the outcomes of school-community relationships lies 
primarily in the hands of school leadership.  
 
Leader as Strategist 
While the entrepreneur’s main objectives are profit and growth, Price (2004) 
pointed out that a strategic mindset and strategic practices are necessary for these 
20 
 
 
objectives to be achieved. From his examination of entrepreneurial leadership, Price 
concluded that successful entrepreneurial leaders are also strategic leaders. Among their 
attributes, he noted that strategic leaders possess a long-term strategic vision and the 
ability to develop an effective strategy for dealing with the risks associated with 
organizational strategic movement. In the high risk environment of today’s private 
schools, this ability to achieve objectives while managing risks may be advantageous for 
leaders for the successful growth, support and sustainability of their schools.  
Price (2004) is not alone in his belief that strategic leadership is essential in 
achieving organizational goals. Eicher (2006) recommended that to make strategic action 
happen, leaders need to work with all levels of their organization to do what he calls, 
“strategic thinking (knowing) and tactical action (doing)” (p. 31). Both researchers noted 
how important, yet difficult, it is for leaders to get others within their organizations to 
share in this process of strategic thinking and doing. The responsibility to achieve the 
organizational goals lies with the leader; however, both asserted that the organizations 
which make strategy happen successfully are the ones who have motivated others to 
participate in the movement.  
Eicher (2006) recommended that to engage others in the organization’s strategy, 
leaders must model the behavior they expect from others. Calder (2006) called this 
process of motivating and inspiring stakeholders to collaborate in organizational 
objectives “selling the vision” (p. 82). In his research exploring the role of organizational 
mission and vision in goal attainment, he concluded that to be a more effective 
educational leader, one needs to invest time and effort into motivating and inspiring 
others in the organization’s vision to gain stakeholder buy-in. He stated that by 
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communicating the organizational vision inside and outside the organization, 
stakeholders may be inspired to “contribute their valuable resources to enable realization 
of the vision” (p. 82). 
The literature on strategy in educational leadership appears to be focused on 
strategic educational initiatives, strategic instructional interventions, and strategic plans. 
In his review of the literature on educational leadership, Eacott (2010) questioned when 
and how strategy exists in educational leadership. He found that within educational 
research, the focus is on strategic planning with little articulated on what it means to be 
strategic. His paper called for a new conceptualization of strategy, one that advances the 
understanding of what it means to be strategic in educational leadership. 
Strategic Approach. 
Like Eicher (2006) and Price (2004), Davies and Davies (2010) pointed out that 
strategy is both a mindset and a process of doing. In their research on the nature and 
dimensions of strategic leadership in education, Davies and Davies (2010) identified six 
perspectives for strategy that school leaders need to understand. These are:  “vision and 
direction setting, a broad organizational-wide perspective, a three to five year 
perspective, a template for short-term action, considerable organizational change, and 
strategic thinking more than strategic planning” (p. 5). From these perspectives, school 
leaders may be able to build their school’s capacity to move their organization towards its 
goals, vision and desired future. Perhaps most importantly, school leaders may be able to 
develop a “strategic approach” (p. 13) within the culture of their school.  
Davies and Davies (2010) identified three approaches to strategy within school 
settings: a) strategic planning: an approach that is rational and linear with a plan to get to 
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defined outcomes; b) emergent strategy: an approach that is created and shaped as the 
need arises, it requires constant reappraisal; and c) strategic intent: an attitudinal 
approach whereas the organization knows where it wants to go but not how to get there 
(p. 9). Which approach leaders take is usually dependent upon circumstance. For 
example, during uncertainty, leaders may approach the situation with an emergent 
strategy as they come to understand how to navigate through the situation for the desired 
outcome.  
Numerous researchers have noted that research on strategic approach is often 
focused on strategic planning, neglecting other, perhaps more important, aspects of 
strategy (Bryson, 2010; Burkus & Matviuk, 2010; Eacott, 2010; Glanz, 2010; Kerr & 
Hosie, 2013; Quong & Walker, 2010). Bryson (2010) called for a new model for strategic 
planning that meets the needs of today’s organizational needs. Burkus and Matviuk 
(2010) called upon universities for new ways to teach the process and understanding of 
strategic planning to leaders. Eacott (2010) challenged educational leaders to not seek 
competitive advantage in their strategy, but competitive innovation. He contended that 
this approach is a better fit with the educational environment and he therefore challenged 
researchers to develop a new model. Glanz (2010) asserted that ethics is missing in 
strategic planning processes and asked for an ethical lens to guide strategic decisions. 
Kerr and Hosie (2013) suggested that a new model for strategic planning include the 
process of engaging in comparisons with other organizations in order to learn best 
practices as well as to learn from their mistakes.  
Burkus and Matviuk (2010) upheld the importance of the tools and techniques of 
strategic planning, particularly the SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
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Threats) analysis as an environmental scan to develop goals and objectives. Bryson 
(2010) explored how to get the most out of strategic planning. He noted that strategic 
planning produces many results, including: improved decision making, enhanced 
organizational effectiveness, responsiveness and resilience, direct benefits for the people 
involved, and the promotion of strategic thinking, acting, and learning (p. 255). However, 
he asserted that in order to improve strategic planning, it must be viewed as a practice. He 
states,  
“Strategic planning at its best involves reasonably deliberative and disciplined 
work around clarifying organizational purposes and the requirements and likely 
strategies for success. The process, therefore, is meant to foster strategic thinking, 
acting, and learning. Strategic planning also should focus on the work of figuring 
out how to build organizational capacity for, and delivery of, success over time. 
This includes deliberating on how to link purposes, people, structures, processes, 
political support, and learning in productive ways – in other words, how to pursue 
effective strategic management”  
(Bryson, 2010, p. 257). 
Building upon the theory that sound strategic planning is important, researchers 
Patton and Patrizi (2010) examined the increasing need for strategy to be evaluated. They 
contended that strategy is best evaluated by examining patterns of behavior, what the 
organization actually does on a regular basis, rather than simply focusing on the action 
plan or the organization’s strategic plan. The researchers suggested that by evaluating 
strategy, patterns of behavior and commitments within the organization may be 
uncovered, and a clearer understanding of the organization’s ability to strategize may 
emerge. 
Leadership Competencies. 
To lead schools in a competitive, changing environment, school leaders need to be 
proactive and strategic. The research shows that the growing emphasis on strategy and 
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strategic leadership in education is a reflection of the increasing complexity and 
uncertainty in educational leadership (Cheng, 2010). In his review of the literature, 
Cheng (2010) found that the understanding of strategic leadership in education often 
includes the following key elements: “it is proactive to contextual changes, it leads the 
SWOT analysis, it leads the planning and management of key strategies, and it leads the 
institution to implement these strategies and evaluate their impacts to inform the next 
planning cycle” (p. 36). Cheng noted that strategic leaders are able to face their school’s 
environmental challenges and develop the appropriate positioning and strategy that is 
needed for their schools to be effective in achieving their aims. This includes the ability 
of being competitive in surviving a market environment, and sustainable in their ability to 
pursue the future vision and goals for their students, teachers, and the school community.  
Strategic leadership requires the leader to be strategic in thought and strategic in 
action. Based on their work with school leaders over a three year period, Quong and 
Walker (2010) examined what successful strategic leaders did that allowed them to lead 
their schools strategically. They concluded that “being strategic is more than strategic 
planning, or strategic intent, it is about deliberate and sustained practice” (p. 22). In order 
to be an effective strategic leader, the researchers suggested that school leaders need to:  
• “Be future oriented and have a futures strategy; 
• Base their focused leadership actions and their decisions on evidence, and invest 
in and be led by research; 
• Get things done, which means to have the reputation as a person of action and 
achievement, someone who can be relied upon to deliver outcomes; 
• Open new horizons, to be innovative, receptive to initiatives and to be a leader of 
transition; 
• Ensure that they are fit to lead, which is all about planning and working on their 
wellbeing – fit leaders’ are resilient and reliable in times of stress and rapid 
change; 
• Know how to be good partners and be seen by staff to be good people to partner 
with in dealing with issues and in moving into the future; and 
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• Do the ‘next’ right thing, which means to be ethical and values driven and to have 
a reputation for leading a school that instills values in children”  
(Quong & Walker, 2010, p. 33). 
Davies and Davies (2010) summed up strategic leadership with three 
characteristics of strategic leaders: they are strategic thinkers, strategic learners, and 
values driven. They also identify two challenges to strategic leadership: finding time to 
think strategically, and to think differently. In their study on strategic thinking, Dragoni, 
Oh, Vankatwyk, and Tesluk (2011) examined the strategic thinking competency of 703 
executives in relation to three personal factors: variety of work experience, personality 
traits, and cognitive ability. Results indicated that an increased ability for strategic 
thinking corresponds to a leader having experienced a variety of work with varying levels 
of responsibility, being an extrovert, and possessing increased cognitive ability. In other 
studies (Bryson, 2010; Burkus & Matviuk, 2010; Eacott, 2010; Glanz, 2010; Quong & 
Walker, 2010), researchers called for leadership development programs to prepare leaders 
to be strategically minded and strategically able. 
Rationale for how the stream informs the research. 
The environment for private schools is complex, uncertain, and changing, and its 
demands on leadership requires the ability to not just survive, but improve upon existing 
conditions. Cheng (2010) suggested that: 
“The new visions of education, increasing marketisation and competition, close 
interface with the community, enhanced stakeholders’ expectations, external 
participation and collaboration, multi-level developments, and technological and 
cultural changes all demand education leaders to be more strategic and sensitive 
to contextual changes”  
(Cheng, 2010, p. 49).  
This requires school leaders to be strategically mindful of what is strategically needed for 
their schools right now, what is needed for their communities, and what is needed for 
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their school’s future (Cheng, 2010). Understanding strategy and strategic processes may 
influence the practices of private school leaders towards identifying and acquiring the 
goals and objectives for their school’s success and sustainability.  The entrepreneurial 
mindset, coupled with strategic leadership may also help the private school leader 
develop the capacity within their organization, thus building a strategic culture within 
their schools and increasing their capacity to reach goals and potential.  
 
Leader as Community Partner 
The understanding that schools are active members of communities is an 
important mindset for school leaders, and can therefore facilitate their ability to engage 
with their community for opportunities and resources for their schools. Numerous studies 
have examined the rationale behind school-community engagement and their potential 
benefits of partnership development (Bauch, 2001; Hands, 2010; Leonard, 2011; 
Maurrasse, 2001; Sanders, 2001). In a survey of 443 schools located throughout the 
United States, Sanders (2001) found that 88% reported having community partners with 
13% having ten or more. When the sample schools were asked how satisfied they were 
with their partnership activities, the data showed that schools reporting to have more 
active partnerships were also more likely to report being satisfied with the quality of their 
partnering activities. Research by Hands (2010) also expressed the difficulty in building 
school-community partnerships. The researcher pointed out that while developing 
partnerships is not an easy task, it is an avenue to gain access to resources in the 
community that are not present within the school. She also recommended that to ease the 
task of partnership building, the process needs to be understood within the teaching 
27 
 
 
profession and the classroom experience as a fundamental part of community 
involvement and a means to constructively participate in society.  
A comprehensive understanding of school-community partnering is offered within 
the research on university-community partnerships by Maurrasse (2001). While there are 
institutional differences between higher education and private schools, his studies on the 
relationships between educational institutions and their communities may be applicable to 
private school settings. Maurrasse’s (2001) research highlighted the significance of the 
educational institutional mindset that educational institutions are community members, as 
citizens within their host neighborhoods. His research has demonstrated that both schools 
and their communities can benefit from their partnership, whether the school’s goal is 
shared resources, increased public relations, or joint projects which provide experiential 
learning opportunities for students.  
Maurrasse (2001) stressed the important role of school leadership in the task of 
creating meaningful and lasting support for community partnerships through the building 
of long-term investment and commitment from all stakeholders as well as the 
development of a common vision. He suggested that partnerships need to be evaluated in 
light of mutual gain as well as longitudinal as community support tends to take time to 
demonstrate results. In order for a community partnership to be considered successful, 
both the community and the campus organization need to be positively impacted. This is 
best measured by shared priorities, a common set of goals, and a system of checks and 
balances to ensure mutual gain (Maurrasse, 2001). 
While historically the educational mission of higher education has been tied to 
public service and community enhancement, the mission statements of many private 
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schools reflect service and community responsibility as well. Numerous studies on 
community partnerships recognized the importance of selecting partners with 
complementary missions (Austin, 2003; Buys & Bursnall, 2007; Maurrasse, 2001); and 
suggested that doing so builds the capacity of each partner to accomplish its own mission 
while also increasing their ability to achieve their strategic goals (Buys & Bursnall, 2007; 
Maurrasse, 2001; Russell & Flynn, 2000). 
School-Community Partnerships. 
Research identifies many benefits for schools to partner with organizations 
beyond the walls of their campus. In her qualitative case study of two secondary schools, 
Hands (2010) examined the rationale behind school-community partnerships, the 
influences on partnership development, and the benefits of partnering. While the two 
schools in her study were uniquely different, the schools shared the philosophy that 
“schools cannot and should not educate alone, for ultimately, the provision of education 
was considered everyone’s duty” (p. 197). The results of her study indicated the 
importance of fostering a networking and partnering culture within the school and 
community, the assessment of student and school needs and the mobilization of social 
resources to address those needs, the attainment of material, social, and financial support, 
and positive reputation of the school within the community. She concluded that 
demonstrating to the school’s community that student success necessitates the 
establishment of partnerships became an iterative process that enabled additional school-
community engagement.  
Leonard (2011) conducted a case study examining sixty years of community 
partnering at one urban secondary school. By examining the businesses, universities, 
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foundations, health agencies, and parent involvement in the school, the researcher 
focused on the effects the partnerships had on student development and school reform. 
Through mixed methods methodology the researcher gathered data on school-community 
partnerships and school culture and found that when community partners begin to get 
directly involved in students’ lives, then new opportunities develop, which promotes 
student development. This was found through community volunteering, mentoring, field 
trips, internships, and inter-professional collaboration. Research findings also noted that 
the energy for school reform came from outside the school and that the school’s 
community partners gradually assumed greater responsibility for student outcomes and 
evolved to more effectively address student needs.  
 Aside from academic and economic benefits, partnerships may provide an 
increased capacity to achieve individual and organizational goals, an increased scope of 
contact and influence within the population, a better use of resources, and more effective 
and thorough problem solving capabilities (Buys & Bursnall, 2007). Edens & Gilsinan 
(2005) studied a formal partnership between a school, corporate foundation, university 
and college that was aimed at keeping students in school. Their research studied the 
influence of preexisting organizational constructs on partnering potential, the effects of 
organizational characteristics on the partnership’s ability to meet goals, and if the 
partnership generates additional sustainable social capital. The results suggested that 
partnerships are more sustainable if each partnered organization supports the partnership 
system-wide because each member’s buy-in supports the progress and sustainability of 
the partnership. The researchers concluded that to achieve organizational support for 
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improving partnerships, organizations should continue to form and build partnerships as 
organizational change is a process.  
There may be countless opportunities for private schools to engage in community 
partnerships, however, in order to effectively support the partnership programs, the 
partnership needs to be well coordinated and relevant to both the school and community 
partner’s needs. In her study of school-community partnerships in rural schools, Bauch 
(2001) studied the types of community connectiveness and the manner in which they 
could benefit student achievement and school support. These include “cultivating a strong 
sense of place, providing opportunities for parent involvement, strengthening church ties, 
building strong school-business-agency relationships, and using the community as a 
curricular resource” (p. 211). She recommends community conversations and shared 
vision and purpose within schools and their communities in order to tap into their 
collective resources. 
Leadership Competencies. 
A leader’s role is critical in the process of initiating, building and sustaining 
effective school-community partnerships that meet the financial and educational needs of 
their instituation. Numerous studies stress the significance of the organization’s leader for 
the outcomes, goal attainment and success of partnerships (Bauch, 2001; Bennett & 
Thompson, 2011; Russell & Flynn, 2000). Findings from the research by Bennett and 
Thompson (2011) and Hands (2010) called for community engagement education within 
administration preparation and professional development programs for school leaders. 
Research describes many attributes, characteristics and leadership skill sets for 
achieving successful school-community partnerships. Research by Russell and Flynn 
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(2000) on effective and long-term collaborations involving schools and colleges noted six 
factors which significantly contributed to the effectiveness of collaborations. These 
included the: willingness to listen to other partners, mutual respect, long-term 
commitment, frequent communication, flexibility in ways of working together (regarding 
types of goals and strategies), and careful initial selection of partners (p. 201). Related 
research by Bauch (2001) concluded the leadership competencies for effective partnering 
to include being flexible, having a sense of moral purpose, possessing a capacity for 
reciprocity, being collaborative and conversational, and being a relational, and 
constructivist leader (p. 217).  
In their meta-analysis of research on school leadership, Marzano, Waters and 
McNulty (2005) identified 21 responsibilities that characterize the job of an effective 
school leader and stated that it would be rare to find a single individual who would 
possess the capacity to master them all. They suggested a shift in school leadership 
structures from the traditional single individual leader to a team of individuals, what they 
termed a “purposeful community” (p. 99).  
Hart (1995) studied school leadership structures which included the leadership of 
teachers. In her research, she warned against top down, hierarchical leadership structures 
within the teaching profession as she found them to be against the interactive culture of 
the profession. She suggested that “teacher leadership structures offer the potential to 
create a more varied and attractive life-long career for teachers while serving as 
interventions promoting instructional improvement, school goal accomplishment, and 
individual student learning” (p. 25).  Beatty (2007) explored the importance of “social 
interactions and evolving relationships” (p. 338) in order for shared leadership to lead to 
32 
 
 
school effectiveness. Researching shared leadership in educational settings, Bezzina 
(2006) noted the leader’s role is pivotal, yet stated that leadership expressed by many is 
what is critical for school improvement to be sustained over time. 
Research by Rinaldi, Averill and Stuart (2011) also encouraged a shift from top-
down leadership structures to “a place of shared vision and collaborative practices among 
faculty and administration” (p. 51). They concluded that with shared leadership, 
participants perceive their ownership, therefore willingly take on the challenges and 
assume responsibility for their school’s identified goals, including the oftentimes difficult 
tasks of project implementation and sustainability. 
Pawlowski (2007) identified common challenges experienced by leaders for 
achieving partnership support for their schools, including getting partners to commit the 
resources and time required for a successful partnership, difficulty in finding the right key 
contact, having different priorities from partners, ensuring accountability, failure to 
provide visibility for their work, and facing problems while maintaining a focus on 
outcomes (p. 19). Other common issues preventing successful partnerships may also 
include the problems of culture clash between organizations, lack of trust, lack of clear 
goals and objectives, lack of coordination between offices, differing attitudes and 
operating procedures among partners, lack of commitment, low performance, and the 
failure to evaluate. In order for partnership relationships to be successful, school leaders 
need to guard against misunderstanding, conflict and failure (Maurrasse, 2001).  
 The act of building relationships, creating trust, and working together toward 
mutually held goals are the essential acts of building partnerships (Russell and Flynn, 
2000.) The most successful partnerships are designed and managed according to this set 
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of principles. In analyzing these principles, research has identified the critical elements of 
partnership design and development. Most importantly, a reciprocal partnership 
relationship needs to be created that includes collaborative planning, shared contribution 
and mutual gain (McLean & Behringer, 2004). Leaders need to ensure a balance between 
partners and responsibilities need to be explicit and endorsed by the top officials, 
outcomes for each partner need to be clearly identified along with the process and 
expectations, and it is vital that a plan for sustainability exists that will accommodate 
changes in policy, mandates and personnel (Pawlowski, 2007). In addition, because every 
partnership is based upon a trusting relationship, communication with all stakeholders is 
paramount to its success. With time and development, partners need to actively reflect 
upon, review and revise their goals, identify their achievements, and renew their 
commitment. 
Rationale for how the stream informs the research. 
Private school leaders may be able to expand their capabilities and resources 
through the collaborative efforts available within their community networks. By 
understanding themselves as community partners, private school leaders may see 
community engagement as an effective means to acquire funding and resources, improve 
image and support, and increase student recruitment and retention. The literature suggests 
that community partnerships help schools fulfill their institutional mission, motivate their 
organization to be responsive to outside pressures, and allow an adoption of practices and 
programs that offer benefits to the institution (Russell & Flynn, 2000). However the 
manner of engagement, the responsibility for successful school-community partnerships 
is the shoulders of the school leaders. Their knowledge and skills may directly impact the 
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critical acts of building relationships, creating trust, and working together toward 
mutually held goals, which are essential to building partnerships (Russell & Flynn, 2000).  
Summary 
The literature review explored three frames of private school leadership: the 
leader as entrepreneur, the leader strategist, and the leader as community partner. The 
research highlighted the important role school leaders hold for the success, sustainability, 
and development of their schools. In today’s challenging and uncertain environment, 
private schools rely on leaders who possess competencies that will not just help them 
survive, but thrive. Leaders who are able to instill strong leadership competencies within 
and throughout their organization increase their organization’s capacity to build support 
and improve their schools. 
It is important to note, that in understanding how to manage the financial needs of 
their schools along with upholding the school’s mission of service, private school leaders 
may experience a paradox in their leadership mental model. Schools are mission driven 
social service organizations, yet they are also small businesses which provide contractual 
services for compensation. Research suggests that private school leaders who are 
challenged in attending to the competing demands inherent in this leadership paradox can 
meet this challenge best by managing the social and commercial duality through a 
process of acceptance, differentiation, and integration (Smith, Besharov, Wessels & 
Chertok, 2012). The researchers presented that accepting paradoxical tensions may 
enable leaders to make sense of organizational challenges in new ways; differentiation 
between the two may help leaders avoid one mindset from continually dominating the 
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other; and integration offers leaders the ability to allow for new, creative solutions to 
emerge as a result of the dual nature of their leadership (p. 466).  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
This phenomenological study explored the lived experience of ten private, tuition-
based, non-profit K-8 school leaders (chief leaders) seeking to understand how they 
engage in their communities to acquire resources and support for their schools. 
Qualitative research methodology was used in interviews, observation, and artifact 
analysis.  
The following questions guided the research:  
1. What do private school leaders who have created effective community 
partnerships describe as their lived experience?  
2. What are the leadership practices that private school leaders perceive as 
beneficial for the advancement of their schools?  
3. How do private school leaders describe their use of social capital to acquire 
resources from the greater community? 
The growing economic stressors upon private schools have expanded the scope of 
private school leadership. While private school leaders continue to hold responsibility for 
student achievement, the management and development of staff, and the institutional 
advancement of their schools, private school leaders are now faced with the increasing 
need to acquire resources beyond tuition to support the operational costs of their schools.  
Through individual in-depth, semi-structured interviews, observations, and the 
collection of artifacts, this study sought to provide insight into school leadership practices 
that may lead to the successful acquisition of community resources.  
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This chapter presents the research methodology used in this study. The chapter 
begins with an introduction of the research design and rationale, followed by a 
description of the population, specific research methods, and ethical considerations.  
Research Design and Rationale 
This phenomenological study explored the perceptions and experiences of private 
school chief leaders in order to develop a deep understanding of the essence of school-
community engagement and “to examine how it is that the experience is what it is, under 
what conditions it appears, from what frames of reference, and what its possible 
meanings are” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 60). This research studied the phenomenon of 
community engagement through the lived experiences of private school leaders “to arrive 
at the essences of an experience” (p. 60). 
“Phenomenology seeks meanings from appearances and arrives at essences 
through intuition and reflection on conscious acts of experience, leading to ideas, 
concepts, judgments, and understandings” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58). In seeking to 
understand the lived experiences of the research subjects, the researcher guarded against 
the effects of intersubjectivity that may be the result of “self-insights and subjective 
perceptions” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 37) which have the potential to compromise the 
findings and conclusions. The researcher was intentionally conscious and bracketed (set 
aside) her concerns, preconceived judgments and biases through the use of a researcher’s 
journal and deep reflection in order to bring forth objectivity through epoche (the 
suspension of judgment). The process of searching into the meaning of something 
requires “looking before judging and clearing a space within ourselves so that we can 
actually see what is before us and in us” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 60). 
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Methods of inquiry included reflection and analysis of data obtained from one-on-
one semi-structured interviews, on-site observations of leadership practices, and a review 
of artifacts that reflect the school and school leader’s engagement in the community. 
Overarching research questions identified in chapter one informed the interview protocol, 
and the use of prompts drew out additional data. Each interview was transcribed followed 
by a process of analysis. Through descriptive coding (Saldaña, 2009), emerging themes 
were constructed and integrated “into a universal description of the experience 
representing the group as a whole” (Moustakas, 1994, p, 122). Triangulation across 
interviews, observations and artifact reviews was used in this study to verify the 
reliability of the data and the validity of the process. Themes from the qualitative 
interviews were analyzed in relation to the data collected from the observations of the 
subjects, as well as the artifacts collected directly from participants and gleaned from 
their schools’ public websites. Findings were interpreted in reference to the literature 
review and theoretical framework and formed the basis for conclusions and 
recommendations. 
Site and Population 
Population Description 
The defining characteristics of the population of this study included the chief 
leaders of private, tuition-based, non-profit K-8 schools located in Northern California 
who have initiated, maximized and sustained supportive partnerships in their 
communities for the support of their schools. This study included school site leaders from 
religious and non-religious schools.  
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Site Description 
This study of Northern California private school chief leaders was not limited to a 
particular site, district, or educational setting. The commonality of the participating 
leaders were drawn from a purposeful sampling of private, tuition-based, non-profit K-8 
school leaders in Northern California that yielded participants from religious and non-
religious school settings.  
Site Access 
With no designated site for this study, issues of site access were not experienced 
in this study.  
Research Methods 
Description of Methods Used 
According to Moustakas (1994), in phenomenological research “every method 
relates back to the question, is developed solely to illuminate the question, and provides a 
portrayal of the phenomenon that is vital, rich, and layered in its textures and meanings” 
(p. 59). Following phenomenological research protocol, the three guiding research 
questions were explored through one-on-one semi-structured interviews, observations of 
the leaders in their school settings, and artifact analysis. The following provides details 
for each of these methods used, with a description of the instrument, the participant 
selection, identification and invitation, and the collection of data. 
One-on-one semi-structured interviews. Ten individual, in-depth, semi-
structured interviews, each 45-90 minutes in length were conducted to obtain detailed 
information about the essence of the lived experiences of private school leaders engaging 
in their communities for the purpose of acquiring resources for their schools. 
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Instrument description. Open-ended questions to encourage dialogue made up 
the interview protocol (Appendix A). Additional probes emerged during conversations to 
ensure rich, detailed data from the interviewee. Opening questions pertained to the 
interviewee’s background, responsibilities, and experiences in building relationships with 
the school’s community. All questions focused on the participant’s perceptions regarding 
their leadership experiences regarding community partnerships, school support, and 
resource acquisition.  
Participant selection. Subjects were selected through purposeful, criterion 
sampling strategy. Possible participants were first identified through purposeful sampling 
from the 2012-2013 California Private School Affidavit (CA Dept. of Ed., 2013), a public 
listing of private schools with the names and contact information for their principals or 
heads of school. This database is published online annually and publically available on 
the California Department of Education website. The criteria were that the schools must 
be located in Northern California, be non-profit, and serve kindergarten through 8th grade. 
From this pool of possible participants, the public websites of their schools were 
accessed to gain an understanding of the role and professional experience of the principal 
or chief leader regarding community engagement and support, and to secure a diversity of 
school settings. Participants were selected from religious schools (7 of the 10) and non-
religious (3 of the 10) schools.  Participants were selected from schools located in eight 
cities, throughout five counties in Northern California. The criteria for the selection of 
participants were: a) all subjects needed to hold the top or chief administrative position in 
their Northern California private, tuition-based, non-profit K-8 school, b) all needed to 
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have experience securing resources from their community, and c) all needed to express a 
willingness to participate in this study.  
It is important to note, that the researcher experienced difficulty in attempting to 
secure participants for this study as many invitations were returned with a response 
stating that the school does not have community partners, when in fact, the school 
websites highlighted a network of school support. It is believed by the researcher that a 
large number of private school leaders possess a limited understanding of the term, 
“community partnerships” and how this concept is evidenced in their school. This may 
have resulted in an unintentional criterion that subjects understand the concept and 
implications of school-community partnerships, whereas potential subjects dismissed 
themselves from participating because of lack of understanding. 
Identification and invitation. To identify participants, initially purposeful sample 
was conducted through a careful review of school websites for evidence of community 
engagement. Participants received an email invitation to participate (Appendix B). Upon 
agreeing to participate, the day and time of the interview was set at the convenience of 
the participant either by email or phone conversation. Permission was secured from each 
interview participant through a verbal consent to participate, with clarification that 
involvement is voluntary and that is it is the right of each participant to withdraw at any 
time during the interview or for the study. 
Data collection.  Data was collected through the use of interviewer notes, audio 
recording, and verbatim transcription. Each interview followed the semi-structured 
interview protocol (Appendix A) and was audio recorded using two digital voice 
recorders (to ensure clarity and functioning). The researcher took notes regarding non-
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verbal behavior, related questions and probes, and researcher reflections. Following each 
interview, the audio recordings were transcribed by the online transcription service, 
rev.com. Observations and notes were then added in parenthesis within the transcription. 
This data was saved, backed up, and stored in a locked drawer for prevention of loss and 
the security of confidentiality throughout the duration of this study. 
Observation. “In phenomenology, perception is regarded as the primary source 
of knowledge, the source that cannot be doubted” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 52). Participant 
observation is an important component to understanding phenomenon. By observing each 
private school leader firsthand, in combination with the in-depth interview and archive 
analysis, an understanding of the subject’s lived experience emerged. Participant 
observations were enhanced as each individual interview was held in the participant’s 
school office.  
Instrument description. Observation began with the initial interactions between 
the subject and the researcher. Through the use of notes on each participating private 
school leader, the researcher gleaned additional information about the essence of the 
phenomenon the leader experienced. 
Participant selection. Each private school leader was observed throughout the 
course of the interview by the researcher as a means of gathering additional data about 
the subject in regards to the research questions. 
Identification and invitation. Observations occurred naturally throughout the 
course of the interaction.  
Data collection. Observations resulted from phone, email and face-to-face 
interactions. Detailed notes were taken throughout the interview. Observations were 
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documented in notes and recorded in a file corresponding to each participating private 
school leader. Reflections were documented in the researcher’s journal. 
Artifacts. Artifacts included documents and publically available information 
available on each school’s website. Information was also collected from artifacts 
collected directly from participants. Through a survey of these sources, data regarding 
each leader’s community engagement, partnerships, and interactions, and resource 
acquisition was gathered and documented.  
Instrument description. Artifacts were gathered from each participating school. 
Through documentation of artifact, context, and notes, a deeper understanding of each 
school leader’s engagement with the community and resource acquisition emerged.  
Participant selection. Participants offered artifacts during the interview, 
information that highlighted supportive school-community engagement was also 
available on school websites, such as:  Classroom and Curriculum Support, Clubs and 
Affiliations, Facility Use Agreements, Tuition Aide, Scholarships and Grants, Student 
Association Activities, Guest Speakers, Noted Community Partners, Special Events, 
Sponsorships and Support, and Volunteers, Parent Leadership and School Boards. 
Identification and invitation. Artifacts was gleaned from each participating 
school website and from items supplied willingly from participants. Prior to each 
interview, the interviewee was asked if there were supporting records and artifacts which 
could be supplied. 
Data collection. Data was collected, coded, and managed through the use of word 
documentation and excel spreadsheets. The data was classified according to the category 
of engagement and the type of partnered organization.  
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Researcher’s Journal. Due to the personal nature of phenomenological research, 
a researcher’s journal was utilized by the researcher throughout the course of this study to 
generate a conscious understanding of her internal processing and to help bracket her 
personal perceptions. Issues of intersubjectivity, bias, self-insights, and subjective 
perceptions were explored. The researcher’s journal assisted the researcher in orientating 
herself away from judgment so clarity of understanding could emerge. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
Qualitative data analysis reflected the process congruent with phenomenological 
research. “Phenomenology is committed to descriptions of experiences, not explanations 
or analyses” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58). The verbatim transcription of information 
collected from interviews underwent a systematic process to present a unified picture of 
the leadership experience. By reviewing the transcripts multiple times, important 
concepts were identified and examined in relation to the observation notes and collected 
archives. Data was triangulated to verify the validity and reliability of the results with the 
theoretical framework and literature review.  
Coding 
Through the process of Descriptive Coding (Saldaña, 2009), the data collected 
from each of the ten participants was “summarized in a word or short phrase” (p. 70). 
These topics were organized following matrices for comparison across interviews, 
observations, and artifacts. These results were used in the triangulation method of 
checking for validity of results. 
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Thematic Data Analysis 
Further reduction of the codes, along with the categorization of codes and patterns 
brought forth themes from the data. Following Theoretical Constructs Coding (Saldaña, 
2009), themes were categorized according to commonality in order to develop theoretical 
constructs (p. 142). The themes and their related data served “as illustrative examples to 
support the interpretation” (p. 143) of the data by the researcher (Appendix C). 
Data Interpretation 
 As with phenomenological research, the interpretation of data could be influenced 
by intersubjectivity, the researcher’s self-imposed understanding of the objective data. To 
help bracket the researcher’s preconceived judgments and biases, the data was compared 
to themes established in the literature. 
Validity 
Through triangulation, alternative understandings and contradictory evidence 
were explored. Findings were compared with the findings of existing literature. Threats to 
the validity of the study and the reliability of the findings were explored, as well as an 
examination into research bias from both the research design and the researcher.   
Ethical Considerations 
As this is a qualitative study on a small population, ethical issues may include 
issues of privacy for the interview subjects and the effects of bias, both from the 
researcher and from data gleaned from a small population. The greatest ethical 
consideration is to do no harm to research participants. This includes the privacy rights of 
those who participated in this study. Although no names or personal identifiers were 
published in the data, its analysis, or the report, one need to consider the fact that there 
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are a limited number of private, tuition-based, non-profit K-8 school leaders in Northern 
California. However, for those reading this report, every effort has been made to secure 
and protect the identity of the participants.  
Approval for this study was received by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
from the sponsoring institution, Drexel University. Permission was secured for all 
interview participants through a verbal consent to participate, clarifying that involvement 
is voluntary and that it is the right of each participant to withdraw at any time during the 
interview or study. The interviewed participants were advised that the data gathered will 
remain confidential with no personal identifiers, such as personal names, names of 
schools, or location of schools. All raw data and transcriptions was secured in a locked 
cabinet. Audio recordings will be destroyed upon completion and acceptance of this 
dissertation.  
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences 
of private school leaders in how they acquired school support and resources from their 
communities. The insight obtained from this study may inform best school leadership 
practices on how to strengthen schools and advance their goals. In this chapter, findings 
supported with excerpts from interview transcripts, observation notes, and artifacts are 
reviewed. Four results that emerged from this study are also presented, along with 
interpretations related to the literature review. This chapter concludes with a brief 
summary of the chapter’s content and its key points. 
The research questions which guided this phenomenological study were:  
1. What do private school leaders who have created effective community 
partnerships describe as their lived experience?  
2. What are the leadership practices that private school leaders perceive as 
beneficial for the advancement of their schools?  
3. How do private school leaders describe their use of social capital to 
acquire resources from the greater community?  
Findings 
This phenomenological study involved ten leaders of private, K-8, non-profit 
schools located in Northern California. Participants were identified through purposeful 
selection from the 2012-2013 Private School Affidavit located on the California 
Department of Education website and a review of school websites. Participants were 
selected to draw from a diverse sampling of school descriptors, such as school location, 
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enrollment, tuition, and school affiliation. Basic participant descriptors are found in 
Figure 2. 
 
Participant Years in the 
Field of 
Education 
(self reported) 
Title School 
Enrollment 
(rounded) 
School Affiliation: 
Non-Religious / 
Religious 
1 10+ Head of School 260 Non-Religious 
 
2 30+ Associate Head 
of School 
300 Non-Religious 
 
3 30+ Headmaster 400 Non-Religious 
 
4 30+ Principal 320 Religious 
 
5 20+ Principal 210 Religious 
 
6 25+ Principal 
 
320 Religious 
7 35+ Executive 
Director 
200 Religious 
 
8 25+ Principal 200 Religious 
 
9 40+ Principal 230 Religious 
 
10 30+ Principal 200 Religious 
 
 
Figure 2: Participant descriptions. 
 
 Data was obtained from one-on-one semi-structured interviews and on-site 
observations of the ten leaders, as well as through analysis of artifacts that reflected each 
school and school leader’s engagement in the community. All artifacts were either 
gleaned from the school’s public website or shared by participants. Each interview was 
held in the participant’s school office, occurred in December 2013, and lasted between 45 
to 90 minutes in length. Field notes were taken to supplement the transcribed dialogue 
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and to capture the participant’s shared emotions. Each interviewed participant is referred 
to as participant with an assigned identification number. For example, the participant who 
is assigned the number one is referred to as Participant 1 or P1. Genders are masked by 
the use of masculine pronouns for all participants.  
The interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder, with a secondary 
voice recorder used to safeguard the data collection in the event the primary recorder 
failed. The interviews were transcribed using Rev online transcription software, 
www.rev.com. Transcripts were coded both manually and with Dedooce online coding 
software, www.dedooce.com.  
From the data collected for this phenomenological study of the lived experiences 
of the participating private school leaders, four major themes emerged: mission, 
relationship, challenges, and shared leadership. The four major findings of this study are: 
(1) the school mission inspires and motivates school engagement, (2) private school 
leaders face unique challenges in running their schools, (3) developing relationships is 
essential for gaining school support, and (4) shared leadership provides opportunities for 
increased school support. Each major finding is composed of sub-findings, described in 
this chapter and outlined in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Findings and subfindings. 
 
Finding 1: The School Mission Inspires and Motivates School Engagement  
While the topic of school mission was not presented as a question or topic in the 
interview protocol, it emerged strongly as a recurring theme within the responses of all 
participants. Study participants universally acknowledged their school’s mission as being 
a motivating and determining factor in how they engaged in their communities to seek 
support for their schools. The role of mission as perceived by participants centered upon 
three main elements: (a) the school’s mission provides clarity of purpose and direction 
for what leaders do, (b) the significance for private schools having a mission driven, 
intentional environment, and (c) the importance of holding the best interest of students as 
the main objective within a school’s mission. 
The School Mission Inspires and Motivates School Engagement
• Clarity of purpose and direction
• Values driven, intentional environment
• Student centeredness
Private School Leaders Face Unique Challenges in Running Their Schools
• Challenges of private school leadership
• Running a small business
• Overcoming resistance
Developing Relationships is Essential for Gaining School Support
• Community engagement
• Building community
• A culture of support
Shared Leadership Provides Opportunities for Increased School Support
• Communicate-connect
• Shared leadership
• Expressing gratitude
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Providing clarity of purpose and direction. 
  Participants universally shared the experience of being personally inspired 
and motivated by their schools’ mission statements. Their responses centered on finding 
personal meaning and a deep connection with the values and beliefs reflected within 
these statements.  This phenomenon was expressed with emotion consistently by 
participant leaders from both religious and non-religious schools. Most notably, 
participants shared the influence their school mission instilled upon their own leadership 
paradigms and practices.  
Throughout the individual interviews, participants expressed their personal 
passions for the educational philosophy that supports their school’s mission. Participants 
commonly shared how their school mission and philosophy resonated within them and 
the feeling that it was compatible with their identity as educators and leaders. Participant 
2 said, “Because the method really fit my belief in how you approach education with 
children… so it really fit with what I believed in.” This compatibility was echoed by 
Participant 1 reflecting on his early years at his school and the resulting discovery of a 
deep personal connection: 
The philosophy, even though I didn't realize it at the time, it's always resonated 
with me. I didn't realize why, what the philosophical underpinnings were that I 
found connection with. Now that I've looked into it, I really see it that way, that 
it's the heart, mind, and soul kind of approach. (P1) 
 
As participants shared their leadership experiences and described their roles as 
leaders, mission statements were commonly recited and paraphrased, usually with 
expressions of pride and enthusiasm. Participants repeatedly referenced their school 
missions as defining characteristics, identifiers and qualities that set their schools apart 
from other schools. This was perhaps best articulated by Participant 4, who spoke about 
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the importance within his role as leader to uphold and defend the religious mission of his 
school:  
In this day and age you really have to be (true to your mission), because 
otherwise, people will think you're just another private school, you know, and I 
just think if you lose that (x mission) identity, it's going to be real hard to get it 
back, so you have to kind of, it's a big part of my job is guarding that (x mission) 
identity and make sure it stays strong. (P4)  
 
Participant 8 described the significance of community outreach within his 
school’s mission as being a crucial, defining characteristic of his school’s identity. 
During his interview, he presented a calendared list of community service projects that 
his students participated in as service learning experiences.  He shared examples how 
community outreach, community service projects, and service learning in the curriculum 
helped him strengthened his school’s ability to achieve its mission as well as provided his 
school its reputation in the community congruent with its mission:  
The school’s mission, we have a huge what I call service learning outreach is 
huge, that’s one of our primary focuses… These types of outreach are what build 
the rapport as a community with our families. It makes it more than a school, 
where we educate their children and do what we are here to do, teaching them 
reading, writing and arithmetic. We actually go deeper than that. (P8) 
 
Participants shared experiences of using their leadership position in efforts to 
advance their school’s mission. This included situations in which they articulated the 
mission and generated energy and excitement for its support, created student and 
community programs which directly advanced their mission, and instances in which they 
purposefully aligned students, parents, staff and school community’s actions with the 
school mission in order to benefit the school. Participants reported that their school’s 
mission provided inspiration that drew support and partnerships for their schools. 
Participant 6 stated:  
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What happens is it becomes contagious.  I become a person who networks, but 
then sometimes people actually might even seek me out or seek the school out 
because they want to be a partner with it, too, “What’s your mission?”  Our 
mission is to inspire kids. They will believe in themselves, believe in their faith, 
and they will serve, not just the church but society.  That’s our mission. (P6) 
 
Participants from faith-based schools spoke of the benefits of the shared religious 
mission between their school and church affiliates. They described the shared mission as 
a connection for their school community to the larger church community or religious 
organization. Participants reported the benefits of being a part of a greater mission led to 
an increased pool of potential students and the ability to raise funds in support of their 
shared religious mission. Participant 4 leveraged his school’s religious mission when he 
published an article that drew on the popularity of the new pope to promote his school’s 
mission:   
We start out by talking about our new pope, and how he is committed to each 
individual person, and then you bring in (our) school, that's what you do best at 
(our) school, being committed to each individual child… So we did. (P4) 
 
Participants described the motivational power of their school’s mission for 
gaining school support and securing benefactors. Participant 2 reported that their mission 
to provide experiential learning inspires support. Participant 3 reported that their mission 
to celebrate each child motivates support. Participant 8 explained, “People make 
sacrifices in life for things they think are important.  We have a lot of people that do that 
here.” This was also articulated by Participant 10, who shared his experience of attracting 
benefactors in support of his school’s religious mission:  
They do believe in the vision that is being set … if there is no vision, the Word 
says, the people perish. You’ve got to have a vision and if people can see where 
you’re going with your vision, they’ll get behind it and support it…. We’ve even 
had funding come from out of the area; large sums come from out of the area. 
People hear about what’s going on and they support it. … Yeah. I’ve got very 
supportive community. They believe in Christian education. They believe in (our) 
54 
 
 
education and they put their money where their mouth is. They support it whole 
heart, there’s no question. (P10) 
 
With expressed emotion, participants described the feelings of responsibility they 
felt in their leadership positions. Participants commonly reported the responsibility to 
hold the vision of their school’s mission, articulate it, guard it, motivate others with it, 
and advance it in the community. Participant 6 proudly presented his experience of 
unifying people around his school mission, then said: “That’s what I’m able to do.  I’m 
able to get people excited about our mission.” Participant 1 noted, “Really, being out in 
the community, meeting people, talking about the school, advancing the mission of the 
school into the community has become an important part of this role.” Participant 10 
expressed it this way:  
We accentuate the mission.  It’s not something I memorize, it’s something that I 
try to live and try to use out with my parents, use out with my teachers and board 
members so we all get on the same page and in turn everybody gets excited. (P10) 
 
Mission driven, intentional environment. 
  Participants shared the perception that their school’s mission set an 
intentional environment within their school community, which many participants 
described as school culture. This was also evidenced in the websites of the participating 
schools, as each school posted its mission statement with photographs that message the 
school culture. Participant 1 described his school as mission driven, “Everything that we 
do now, we point back to that and say, is that advancing our mission? I would say that 
that's a big part of who we are.” 
Participant 6 shared his school’s 2012-2013 Annual Report that highlighted how 
community support positively affected his school’s ability to accomplish its mission of 
spirituality, academics, and social preparedness. The mission of Participant 2’s school 
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emphasizes whole child education and joyful learning; these qualities were reflected in 
the types of donations received in support of student learning experiences and 
enhancements to the physical learning environment. These accomplishments were 
published in the school’s 2013 Annual Report. 
Many study participants described an intentional emphasis on community 
outreach and service as factors that were beneficial for them to gain support. Participant 
8, whose school has a strong emphasis on community outreach, shared his list of school-
community projects that provided his students community service experiences and 
resulted in goodwill towards his school:   
This is an overview of different things that we have supported through the 
community that we are involved in throughout the year, I personally believe that 
the more you bless others the more you are blessed, that’s just a philosophy that I 
know to be true because I’ve experienced it in a huge way it builds community, it 
really makes a huge difference. And the parents then are more apt to support. (P8) 
 
Participant 5 also shared the results of his school’s emphasis on community 
service, made evident in student service learning projects and school-wide civic 
engagement: 
Another benefit I think is just connection with the community, and making sure 
that we’re a part of the community, and that we’re serving the community not just 
in terms of providing the school which by the way is another way we serve the 
community as the church, we provide school.  It also gives us that kind of 
opportunity, yeah, live out our faith and serve the community. .. making sure that 
people realize that we’re here. (P5) 
 
One participant, Participant 1, reported on his school’s use of its strategic plan, 
coupled with its accreditation action plan, to aid in accomplishing its mission. He spoke 
in detail of the benefits he had experienced from a system wide approach to developing 
his school’s vision, referred to as a five-year map. His use of strategy offered insight into 
the intentional community engagement that his school’s mission is committed to achieve:  
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One of the four cornerstones of our most recent strategic plan is to fulfill a public 
purpose. For the students, that is through service learning, for the organization, it's 
positioning the school in a way that we support our community, whether that's 
opening our doors for people to rent our theater and use the facility, or we have a 
partnership with a local university and the local county office of education, that 
we plan a conference. (P1) 
 
These responses offer evidence that participants perceive their school’s reputation 
and involvement in the community to be important reflections of their school’s mission 
and status in the community. Participant 8 shared, “my biggest business goals and 
objectives as a businessperson now, is to communicate the ministry of the school to the 
community. I want to the best of my ability to have a good reputation in our community”. 
Participant 1 spoke about his school’s mission being “what people know us for” and that 
his job is “to articulate the mission in the public forum as both a great place for students 
to go to school, but also a school that has ‘influence’ in the community”:  
Yeah, the role that the school plays in the greater community is increasingly 
important for us. Being out in the community, meeting people, talking about the 
school, advancing the mission of the school, the community has become an 
important part of this role.    As an organization, it's positioning the school in a 
way that we support our community, whether that's opening our doors for people 
to rent our theater and use the facility, or we have a partnership with a local 
university and the local county office of education, that we plan a conference. 
We're not only having our kids engaged in that, but as an organization, we're 
engaged in that, as well. (P1)  
 
When referring to his leadership in advancing his school’s mission in the greater 
community, Participant 1 continued to say:  
As the leader of the organization, that's another area where I devote a lot of time. 
That's been something that's been a learning for me. I didn't know that that would 
be what I'd be called on to do. I enjoy it. It's fun. I don't shy away from it. I 
actually enjoy it a good deal. (P1) 
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Student centered. 
  Study participants consistently conveyed a deep concern and sense of 
personal responsibility to provide the best educational experience for their students. 
Participants indicated that their school’s mission, as well as their role and duty as leaders 
in advancing the mission, was synonymous with serving the needs of their students. 
Participant 6 expressed it this way:  
Well, I have to hold a mission that is a lot more important than me, right? My 
obligation, my first obligation is, are the decisions I'm making in the best interest 
of the mission?  Ultimately, the best experience for the students who we’re asked 
to serve. (P6) 
 
Participant 2 reflected upon his student centered leadership by stating:  
You're not here for any other reason. It's important to make your decisions based 
on what's really best for children. I think you have to take your time to really 
make sure that you are making decisions that are really always in the best interest 
of progressing the school, because it will be better for the children. (P2) 
 
The responses stressed the importance of holding the best interest of students as the main 
objective within the school’s mission. Participant 1 stated: 
What would you want to be known as? That's really how we'd like to define 
ourselves. A big piece of that comes back to the experience that the kids are 
having. We're not here for ourselves; we're here for them. (P1) 
 
Participant 2 explained the connection between students and mission as: “That 
you are there to support them, no matter what the message you might have to give, that it 
comes from the heart of that. Also, that you’re really here for children.” Participant 3 
spoke of the interconnection between mission, student focus, and school success: “It's all 
the same thing. You can't separate them. It permeates.” Participants reflected, 
specifically, on how being student-centered resulted in school support. Participant 10 
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said, “Students will speak for your school and if they’re happy, their parents are happy, 
you go get … They’ll find you more kids and they’ll pay the tuition.”  
As participants spoke of their experiences building support for their schools, 
many noted their efforts in keeping their school community mindful that the school’s 
actions, activities, and expressed needs were in response to the actions, activities, and 
educational needs of their students. Participants reported that when they highlighted the 
academic and learning environment they were able to draw support for their designated 
needs. Many participants shared that when their request was to benefit students, people 
gave. Participant 6 disclosed the approach he used with benefactors to gain support for 
facility upgrades; he said: “Let’s be really clear with the difference between a need and a 
want.  The need is we want the best learning environment for our kids.” 
 
Finding 2: Private School Leaders Face Unique Challenges in Running Their 
Schools  
 
Study participants identified many common challenges to their ability to support 
their schools, including setting and maintaining a budget that meets the school’s needs 
and ensures fiscal solvency, motivating and inspiring others to support and donate to the 
school, managing successful annual and capital campaigns, marketing the school in order 
to attract new families and retain enrollment, managing resources, keeping current with 
changing technology and educational demands, and addressing facility needs. Challenges 
faced by participants were frequently expressed as the sources of stress and frustration; 
particularly when it involved resistance to their leadership efforts by teachers, staff, 
families or community members. Challenges, as perceived by participants, centered upon 
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three main elements: (a) the overall challenges of private school leadership, (b) the 
challenges of running a business, and (c) challenges of overcoming resistance. 
Challenges of private school leadership. 
  Two of the ten participants had prior experience leading public schools. In 
their interviews, they offered insight into their perceived differences between private 
school leadership and public school leadership. Both participants shared that they 
experienced feelings of isolation, a lack of support structures, and profound financial and 
budgetary pressures in their private school leadership that they did not experience when 
they led in public schools.  
Feelings of isolation. Participant 9, who retired from public school leadership and 
currently serves as interim principal in a religious school, offered this perspective about 
his leadership in private school:  
This job's more like being a superintendent in a public school system, because I 
don't have - I had a clearly defined job.  It's a more comprehensive job.  … 
There's not anything that happens in this school that I don't have a hand in. I don't 
have a boss here.  In the public school system, I have lots of bosses. (P9) 
 
Participant 2, who did not lead in a public system, explained the sense of isolation 
that many participants shared, “You know, because administrators can feel very alone, 
because we're usually "they."  "They said."  "They did."  "They…" Many participants 
were the only administrator in their schools as staffing is dependent upon the budget or 
size of the school. For these leaders, they oftentimes had direct oversight, and sometimes 
sole responsibility for their school’s institutional development, budget, operations, human 
resources, instructional leadership, as well as maintaining and growing a strong school 
culture, and maintaining and cultivating an effective, cohesive school community. 
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Participant 7 shared concerns about the limited executive level staff he works with 
at his faith-based school; he described the limited support offered to him by listing the 
other three members of the four member “executive staff: our business manager and 
pastor and musician, we meet once a week.” 
Limited resources. Along with limited support staff, participants expressed the 
challenge of working with limited resources. Participant 1 reflected upon increased 
economic stressors and the challenges it posed for him as leader: “I think increasingly, 
too, schools that are tuition-based, making sure that the school and the teachers, 
especially, have the resources that they need, gets increasingly harder.” Budgetary 
challenges were commonly reported, with the complexities of managing tuition income 
and expenses most frequently shared by participants. Participant 8 described how he 
budgeted tuition income to cover his school’s operating expenses, yet fundraised and 
secured benefactors in order to support capital improvements and additional expenses not 
covered by tuition. He explained it this way:  
Because our tuition comes in through the students and the families and the 
enrollment, and schools cost money. That just goes without saying. So anything 
we want to do that’s above and beyond what the natural process is for the 
curriculum and for the salaries and for the budget, like putting in the track or 
putting in the basketball hoops and the carpeting and the gymnasium or projects 
[we fundraise for]” (P8) 
 
Securing financial support. Securing financial support beyond tuition dollars was 
a concern expressed by nine of the ten participants. Some participants perceived 
fundraising as the means to allow a lower tuition, others understood it to be the means to 
acquire capital improvements or provide for other non-instructional expenses. 
Participants reported fundraising efforts run by parent organizations, school boards, 
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teachers, as well as themselves personally. Participant 4 shared the fundraising 
experience familiar to most participants:  
We have things, we have an annual appeal, which doesn't bring in a lot of money, 
but we do have one. We have a couple of endowments. Our Parent Association 
raises a lot of money, and you know, somehow in (x religion) education it just 
always works out. I don't know how it works out. (P4) 
 
The experience of fundraising was shared by all participants; however, Participant 1 
approached the challenge of fundraising for school support by intentionally changing his 
school community’s view about donating to the school. He explained his approach to 
securing financial support this way:  
It's just that it's not easy work. You're dealing with a community that doesn't have 
a lot of experience with philanthropy, especially at the elementary school age. A 
lot of what we do is educate families about what it means to give. (P1) 
 
Tuition, financial aid and scholarships. Challenges regarding managing tuition 
and financial aid, collecting tuition, and securing scholarships were also shared 
repeatedly by participants. Sensitivity was expressed by many for families facing 
increasing tuition in an uncertain economy. In his interview, Participant 9 spoke of his 
pressure to collect outstanding tuition; amid his expressed frustration, he sarcastically 
referred to himself as “a bill collector.” Participant 1 expressed his concern as he sees the 
economic challenges growing in the future:  
What I find though, is that a larger number of our families need and qualify for 
tuition assistance. That's concerning, that down the road, there aren't going to be 
enough families that can afford to pay for our tuition in full, to continue to operate 
sustainably. (P1) 
 
Recruitment and enrollment. Participant 8 described his struggle with attempting 
to foresee the economic effects and societal changes while positioning his school to 
withstand possible future enrollment issues:   “In our economy to be able to continue 
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Christian education and to make it as affordable as possible for parents, so business wise 
it’s being able to foresee the difficulty of the economy and things like that.” Participant 4 
also shared in this struggle of increasing financial stressors and an uncertain economy, 
specifically on the pressures of marketing his school and recruiting additional students: 
One of the biggest (challenges) has always been balancing the tuition with the 
cost, you know, of educating so that we don't price ourselves out of existence, 
enrollment has become somewhat of a challenge. And so for, we have a 
marketing committee now, and we're doing a lot more for recruitment.” (P4) 
 
Most participants held private school leadership positions for over two decades 
(90% of participants) and offered a historical perspective on the interplay between 
enrollment, budgets, and the influence from the economy. Only one participant reported 
that his school has enjoyed “secured enrollment” (P3), the rest of the participants each 
expressed concern for their school’s enrollment and their families’ ability to pay tuition. 
This was typically conveyed with a sense of anxiety regarding the economy’s influence 
upon the economic stability of their schools. Participant 5 shared:  
Enrollment when I first came here was not a problem.  We had pretty much full 
classes of waiting lists.  We still have a number of classes.  They are full of 
waiting lists, but it’s less now.  We’re not at the past like we used to be, so that’s 
always a challenge.  Budget is always a challenge not only … Well, and I guess 
maybe that’s connected to with another challenge, and that is just trying to make 
sure that you have the best program possible. Trying to make sure that we are 
staying current on technology, on curriculum, on other support programs or 
resource programs, things like that.  That’s a big challenge; just trying to be 
always looking out, and planning for the future. (P5) 
 
From the shared experiences of the participants, the financial stability of their 
private schools appears to result from a careful balance between student enrollment, 
tuition income, financial aid, operating expenses, and added resources from fundraising 
and benefactors. Participants spoke of their experiences in managing these factors and 
their need to provide long-term financial sustainability in their schools. This pressure was 
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often experienced in the participants’ involvement with marketing, enrollment, and 
admissions management. For example, Participant 8 said:  
In most private schools, marketing is a huge issue. So those are really big issues, 
at least in a private (x religion) school, is number one, finding support so as many 
people can afford it, and number two, getting the word out about your school. 
(P8) 
 
Participant 8 shared his present goal of pursuing updated educational technologies for his 
classrooms while acknowledging it as a strategic marketing tool that he expects to have 
an impact upon enrollment: “One of the big goals will be, in the next five years, is to 
have that technology into all of our classrooms.  If we don't, it's going to hurt enrollment.  
It'll be a marketing tool.  Everything is a marketing tool.” 
In sharing his experiences in marketing, recruitment and enrollment management 
at his school, Participant 4 described his more recent challenge of “engaging parents who 
have a consumer approach to education without losing the school’s integrity,” a 
phenomenon he said was not experienced in his earlier years as administrator:  
It's not just about recruitment. It's about retention. You have to work pretty hard 
to retain your people, because this, these younger parents are, "You don't give me 
what I want, I'll go somewhere else," you know, and you have to learn how to do 
that, give them what they want, without, you know selling yourself down the 
river. (P4) 
 
Increasingly competitive markets. Most participants discussed the challenge of 
managing enrollment and sustaining support for their schools within an increasingly 
competitive market. Participants from six of the ten participating schools revealed that 
their enrollment is down and stated that they desire or need to increase their numbers. 
During interviews and evidenced in school websites, participants highlighted their 
school’s advantage.  Participant 6 shared that his school’s variety of student support 
programs gave his school an advantage. Participant 1 shared that he boasts about his 
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school’s small class sizes to gain a competitive advantage. Participant 5 disclosed his 
perceptions regarding his school’s local competitors, and explained his school’s market 
advantage:  
We kind of have our niche.  There’s kind of that niche for somebody who wants a 
little bigger school.  We probably got a few more programs than some of these 
other smaller schools.  That kind of gives us kind of a unique place in the market I 
guess you can say. (P5) 
 
Business management. Another common challenge faced by participants was the 
overall business management of their schools. This included being challenged with 
budgeting, financial planning, human resources, and legal responsibilities. Participants 
frequently testified that they were not prepared for the business aspects of their job and 
were oftentimes overwhelmed by its demands. Participant 1 shared the following while 
reflecting upon his dual responsibilities of instructional leader and financial leader of his 
school:  
I had to learn a lot about fundraising, board management, board of trustees, 
fundraising, public outreach and involvement in the community, and admissions 
work, and facilities and budget management. My involvement in the education is 
a small percentage of what I spend my time on. This is by necessity. (P1) 
 
Running a small business. 
  Participants commonly compared leading their private schools to running 
a small business. As he presented the challenges he faced in leading his school, 
Participant 1 stated, “I feel like I'm more than anything, running a business.” Like other 
participants, Participant 6 also shared feelings of not being prepared for the 
responsibilities of private school leadership, “What we have in mind, and what happens 
when you actually get in this position, is different than it actually is.” 
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Participant 5, who retired from public school leadership prior to leading a private 
school, reflected upon his education and professional background and how it prepared 
him for private school leadership:  
I did get my master’s in Administration, but it was the public school 
administration.  I’ve learned a lot about the public schools during that process.  … 
I think the thing about private schools compared to public schools is so different 
that we’re like running this small independent business as supposed to managing a 
school that is part of a system where you’re basically kind of making sure 
everything is running well; but you don’t necessarily have to do a lot of the 
innovation kinds of things that we have to do in a small private school, 
independent school. (P5) 
 
With energy and enthusiasm, Participant 10 expressed his perception of the 
challenges and demands of private school leadership by articulating his contention many 
times in a row, “it is a business… it is a business… it is a business.” When he explained 
his lack of formal business education, training or experience, Participant 10 proudly 
stated, “My wife’s an accountant. That’s the only business background I have. I’ve used 
her … She’s taught me.” 
Participants reported that their school administration preparation programs did 
little to prepare them for leading the business functions of their private schools. 
Participants described entering their positions without understanding budgets and 
financial planning, employment law and human resources, insurance and liability, 
branding, marketing, and fundraising. What participants did not learn in their educational 
and leadership formation programs, they self-taught, took additional coursework, were 
mentored, or networked with others who helped them learn what they needed to 
understand. Participant 2 expressed his frustration of not feeling prepared for business 
leadership, “Well, as an administrator, it's important to understand budgeting and boards 
and all of that kind of thing, of course!” Participant 4 shared:  
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So I've learned a lot in the twenty-one years. I mean I knew nothing to begin with. 
I was a teacher, you know. I think (my school administration program), we had a 
little two-unit class, but it was more, it was more focused on development. It was 
nothing on how to read a budget, and I didn't even know, "There's expenses, and 
there's income?" I didn't even know that part of it. I never thought about it before, 
you know, so I've, and I've had a couple of really good business managers who 
have helped me to learn. (P4) 
 
The majority of participants reported the experience of having a designated 
person available to them to help them learn what they needed to know about the business 
functioning of their schools. These key people acted as a mentor, coach or guide. 
Typically these were the school’s bookkeeper, a member of the school’s advisory board, 
or someone outside the school community who was called upon to help when needed. 
Participant 5 relied on the help of fellow principals as he addressed the problems he faced 
when he was new to his leadership position:  
For me, finance was the thing that I had to figure out.  That’s where I did network 
with other experienced (x religion) principals, and just got their input.  What I’ll 
do is I’ll find another administrator that I really respect in a certain area, and 
that’s the person I’ll often go back to for that topic.  I had that with finance.  I had 
somebody at my last school who really helped me understand the whole concept 
of how to project, how to budget, those kinds of things. (P5) 
 
When asked about his business training, Participant 6 shared a similar experience 
of entering into his position without understanding business concepts. He highlighted the 
importance of hiring bookkeeping and office staff well and then learning from their 
knowledge and expertise to help with the business functioning of the school:  
My business training is I have an amazing finance person who has really taught 
me a lot about … I could read a balance sheet now.  I can look at the balance 
sheet and know what the health of the school is.  Did I know that when I first 
became principal?  No.  When I first became principal, I was at a school that was 
about to close.  You learn those things as you work with a lot of expertise around 
facility planning, around marketing.  You learn a lot because you’re with a lot of 
smart people and you let them kind of drive when they need to drive.  Ultimately, 
it all ends up in front of me and I have to either sign it or give it my stamp of 
approval. (P6) 
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As participants shared how they struggled with challenges, the majority of 
participants revealed that they responded by learning. During their interviews, 
Participants 1 and 8 in particular, shared with expressed pride their self-description of 
being “learners.” For example, Participant 1 spoke with confidence of his personal 
learning about the construction business, codes and laws prior to leading his school’s 
building project and also learning about how solar energy and solar panels work in order 
to lead the instillation of solar panels on the school’s buildings. Participant 8 eagerly 
shared that he taught himself how to be a private school administrator. He explained that 
he worked professionally in business administration, and because one does not need a 
degree in teaching or school administration to work in private education, he was able to 
take a job as the leader of a private Christian school. He explained how he learned as he 
progressed in his new profession:  
And I left my field in (business) administration and went into a position in the 
school, literally blind as a bat. I had no knowledge.  I actually in order to be 
affiliated with the daycare had to enroll in a program and get early childhood 
education, take classes in early childhood education, and became a certified 
competent administrator. And that’s how that happened with the daycare, and 
then just learned as I went. And actually it worked well. (P8) 
 
Overcoming resistance. 
  All study participants described their experience of resistance as they 
sought to support their schools. However, all but one participant reported the ability to 
leverage support despite the struggle. The one outlier, Participant 7, revealed that he did 
not know how to remedy the resistance he encountered in his leadership. He spoke of 
having goals for his school, yet expressed complacency with his situation. The others, 
when speaking of their challenges in building support for their schools, used phrases such 
as, “be the person with the dream,” “don’t give up,” “let people know,” “inspire,” 
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“connect and communicate to get support.” Regardless how resistance was encountered, 
these participants expressed enthusiasm as they shared how they were able to persevere 
to accomplish their goals. For example, Participants 1, 6, 8 and 9 shared their willingness 
to risk and gain momentum in support for the goals they desired. As Participant 6 stated, 
“We have to take a risk, because without the risk there’ll be no benefit.”   
The most common resistance participants experienced involved their relationships 
with parent leaders. These typically involved misunderstandings of expectations or power 
struggles that occurred while working together.  Participants 2, 5, 7 and 8 spoke with 
great detail when describing this phenomenon with expressed frustration and defensive 
responses. Participant 2 overcame the resistance by communicating and inspiring others 
through role modeling:  
Well, I think it's always challenging working with adults; always looking at how 
you communicate, constantly growing, how do you inspire other people.  I always 
feel that I need to be a role model of that myself, so that you can't just talk it, talk 
the talk and not walk the talk, right?  I think when you really want to see a 
change, and how you inspire that person to see how they need to make that 
change and so that they are doing it because it's self-reflective and realizing it’s 
for their own personal growth.  When they are not ready for that, I think that's one 
of the most difficult. (P2) 
 
Participant 5 experienced resistance to gaining school support by parents reluctant 
to take on leadership roles in his school. Like many participants who were challenged in 
gaining parent support, he overcame the resistance through encouragement and support:  
Parents are hesitant.  They’d say, “I don’t want to be in charge.  I’ll help, but I 
don’t want to be in charge.”  That’s a challenge I think, I mean, I probably face in 
my 18 years of being a principal now is trying to get parents to step up in terms of 
leadership, or finding ways to I guess encourage them or pull them along. (P5) 
  
Getting the right people on the bus. Many participants reported that in order to 
strengthen their schools or accomplish their goals they had to first remove the resisters. 
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Participants shared experiences in which they either terminated staff, rebuilt boards or 
parent groups, or replaced key leadership roles. Participant 6 explained that it took him 
nine years to build a staff that was able to turn his underperforming school into a success: 
Do we have the right people in the right chairs?  Or, are there some people who 
should be off the bus?  How do you do that in a professional way, where you 
attract the talent you need in the classroom for the students, and maybe find 
another place for those who might be on the staff that need to move on.  So during 
those nine years I was at (x school), I think when I left … and I don’t say that this 
was a sign of success, but over that nine years, when I left there were only two 
people on staff who were there when I have been hired. I needed to have staff that 
weren’t going to resent that.  I needed staff that were going to buy into that vision. 
(P6)  
 
Participant 3 expressed his determination to maintain a staff that was aligned with 
his vision and professional ethics. He shared his belief that for his school to be strong, 
everyone must act with personal excellence, integrity, and accountability. He described 
how he refused to tolerate low performing staff:  
I will support to the death people doing good work. If they cannot do good work, 
no. If you're a teacher, and you are doing not good things, and somebody is on 
you, I say, "You owe an apology. You need to fix or change. It's not them, it's 
you”. (P3) 
 
Finding and building support. Overcoming resistance was commonly achieved 
through the recurrent process of finding and building support. Participant 9 built an 
extensive network of support for his school that includes alumni and community 
benefactors. He shared:  
You got to get the support of the people that you're working with, is number one.  
Second group that you have to get their support is you have to get your parent 
community support.  The other thing is, you have to begin to learn ways to find 
people who can fiscally support your school in donations, and to ask people to 
help out, and make sure that you're thanking them. (P9) 
 
Building trust and being approachable and kind were described by participants as 
methods they used to break down resistance and build support. Participant 3 described the 
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school culture he created and its subsequent success in drawing support from the 
community. He explained his approach:  
People like nice things. They like people to be nice. They like to feel important. 
They like humor. I mean I'm not that ... in a leadership way, people don't see a 
dour side of me. The other part is this trust. Trust is critically important. (P3) 
 
Finding the means to build relationships was a difficulty shared by Participant 7:  
I've tried a couple of different things and haven't found one yet that I'm happy 
with. We used to have four-times-a-year meetings, and the attendance was just so 
poor, it was basically the teachers there, so we decided that that was obviously not 
meeting a need… Now, this year we're kind of trying just to do informal coffees a 
couple of times. I'm trying to find a way to allow parents to have some input and 
to feel like they can make suggestions and that they can be heard. (P7) 
 
 Communication as a proactive means to attain goals. Participants stressed the 
importance of communication as a proactive means to combat resistance. In the 
difficulties to achieve his large-scale building project, Participant 4 spoke of using 
communication to keep advancing the project despite years of struggles and roadblocks:  
So we worked on it for ten years, and you know, doing a feasibility study. They 
pretty much said "It's not really feasible for you to raise that kind of money," and, 
but we had to have the building, so we just continued to do it, and we, it was very 
grass roots. We did every stupid sale you'd want to imagine, donuts, dine and 
donate at Chuck E. Cheese, we did all of those kind of things, and you know, we 
didn't have any major donors for the longest time, but what it did show people is 
we certainly are persistent. We're not giving up, and, you know, just to be out 
there, the person with the dream… (story in newspaper caught the attention of a 
community benefactor who reached out) and I told the sad story, and they said 
"Well, you know, what can we do?" And I said, "If we had the money to go ahead 
and put the foundation in, I think we could get people to believe that it was 
actually going to happen again. (P4) 
 
A number of participants shared the perspective that to achieve their goals, they 
must navigate through many steps or stages while continually demonstrating ability and 
reporting progress. Participant 10 also shared his experience in which he persevered to 
accomplish goals:  
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If I want a major improvement, I present the … I would present the idea to my 
board. I present it to my staff first and my staff says, okay, wait a minute, we 
think this will work. We need this. Either staff or board, one of those two, and 
then you do your homework and the board will say, okay, you’ve done your 
homework and once they okay it then the fund raising starts because you can’t do 
it without fund raising. … Long as the money’s there you go forward but they 
have to agree with the plan. (P10) 
 
Many described the process of goal attainment as a lengthy and oftentimes 
frustrating process of communicating the vision or goals, seeking support, reporting 
progress, and holding the momentum despite fatigue. Participant 9 shared how goals were 
attained in his community; he also stressed the link between communication and getting 
support:  
Nothing is done here unless you have the money.    You got to make sure you 
have the money.  If you don't have the money, you got to find a way to get it 
done, or you just have to wait to get it done.  That's the first thing.  So what I do 
is, I'll talk to people, I'll get bids. You got to have the money, and you got let 
people know. (P9) 
 
Participant 6 reflected on the lengthy process he experienced in attaining the goals 
he set for his previous school. His experience highlights the nature of tuition-based 
schools and the business strategy used in his leadership to successfully build his school:  
Every time there was an increase in enrollment, there was revenue that was on top 
of what we were budgeting.  We just took that revenue and we just reinvested it 
back into the curriculum, into the plant in a variety of ways.  I’ll just fast forward 
eight years, when I left, the school, we had invested close to almost $1 million 
back into the plant, into the program, into staffing positions.  We had raised our 
enrollment to 292.  The year I left, the enrollment was at 292 students.  (P6)  
 
Participant 6 demonstrated an entrepreneurial and oftentimes strategic mindset 
which helped him navigate challenges and identify opportunities for his school. Here he 
expressed his openness to new relationships and the possibilities they may bring his 
school: 
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The other thing I’ve learned is that opportunity is not a lengthy visitor, right?  Do 
I ignore it or do I respond?  I run into an individual with maybe some influence at 
an event.  Do I sustain that conversation?  Do I take it somewhere?  Because I’ve 
done that, I have been very fortunate in forming partnerships. (P6)   
 
Upon further reflection on his leadership philosophy and practice, Participant 6 shared: 
I think in leadership … you have a vision, you make decisions, and you don’t see 
the opportunity necessarily at the moment those changes are being made.  Then, 
all of a sudden, it catapults you. (P6) 
 
 
Finding 3: Developing Relationships is Essential for Gaining School Support 
 The most frequent recurring theme in the field research was relationships. This 
yielded the finding that school-community relationships had a direct impact on the 
participants’ experiences in acquiring support for their schools. Participants’ relationships 
with staff, students and families, alumni, the school community, the school’s 
neighborhood, and the greater community were described in the interviews as being 
essential for the success and sustainability of their schools. The importance of 
relationship for gaining school support centered upon three main elements: (a) 
community engagement, (b) building community, and (c) a creating a culture of support. 
Community engagement. 
  Community engagement, as perceived by participants, were the 
relationships that were initiated, built, and sustained by the participant on behalf of their 
school. Common engagement by the participants included their relationships with 
parents, parent leadership groups, involvement with their school’s neighborhood and city, 
and participation in community organizations. Relationships with teachers and school 
staff were shared, yet limited to the means in which they helped accomplish goals. Study 
participants spoke at length about their experiences with these relationships and instances 
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in which they were able to leverage them to bring about financial, material, social, and 
programming support for their schools.  
Interacting with parents. Interacting with parents for support of the school, 
primarily for supporting the educational experience of their children, was the most 
common source of beneficial community engagement shared by participants. Most 
participants reported that parents assisted teachers in the classrooms and helped the 
school with special events. Some participants described engaging with parents 
specifically for use of their knowledge and expertise. For example, Participant 7 shared, 
“We do have some parents that come and teach some electives to our middle school, and 
that’s been kind of a good connection.” Participant 5 proudly said he knew the 
occupations of his school parents and drew from their expertise in support of student 
learning: 
We do have parents come in to do different activities with the kids.  We have a 
pilot for instance, and then he comes, and then does some things about airplanes 
and things like that.  We have a number of doctors.  They’ll come in, and do some 
dissections with the kids which is kind of neat.  We’ve had a nurse come in.  One 
of our parents who is a nurse comes, and does sex education unit in junior high, so 
yeah.  She’s there for the clinical part of that for the girls and boys actually. (P5)  
 
 Participant 1 acknowledged the professional make-up of his parent community 
and created school-wide student educational programming with his staff: 
Here I find that there are a lot of people who are very entrepreneurial, a lot of 
people who started their own business, whether it's here or someplace else, and 
they've moved here after they've sold the business, or something like that… That, 
I would say, influences the school culture. We have an entrepreneurship program. 
We have an entrepreneurial thread to our curriculum, and we routinely have 
parents involved with coming to speak to classes about what they do, and what 
entrepreneurial thinking entails. (P1) 
 
 As they spoke about their relationships, participants expressed the feelings that 
inspired their actions. Participant 10 disclosed that he gains support from parents by 
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tapping into the motivational aspects of caring relationships:  “Let’s get on board, come 
on, do this for (me)…  I’m just a motivator. I’m a motivator. Principals motivate, 
encourage, live, love, and your kids will see it in you and the school will grow.” The 
feelings expressed by Participant 3 highlight his style of parent engagement:  
My style is I love the parent. They're our clients, and if your parent body can be 
your partner, your friends... I'm going to holiday party, and that's all past parents. 
Not by intention, but just by style, the flood gates opened. If you come here 
during the day, there are tons of parents around doing stuff. It’s important to know 
your families. (P3) 
 
 A personal, meaningful connection with their parent community was a recurring 
theme that emerged from the perceptions of the participants who expressed successful 
parent engagement that led to school support. Participant 6 shared an interaction that 
occurred during his first year as principal, this story has served as inspiration for him ever 
since:  
I’m listening to her talk about quantum thinking and how there’s option A and 
option B, but there’s always a third option, and how do you think outside the box?  
She was just extremely inspiring. At one point, I asked her, I said, “Would you 
have time to chat with me?”  We went into the lobby during the break.  We ended 
up chatting for about well over an hour.  I kind of thrust upon her all the woes, 
what I was experiencing.  She listened and she listened, and somehow she said, 
“You know… everything you need to turn that school around exists at the 
school.”  She goes, “Don’t look over your shoulder for anything to come sort of 
whisked upon you from on high.  There’s no magic $10 million… Everything you 
need exists in your community.”  She goes, “… the opportunities that you might 
want to look at may not be opportunities as they appear in front of you.  As you 
begin to make changes, opportunities have a way of sort of catapulting you in a 
direction you didn’t expect.  (P6) 
 
 Three participants, Participants 2, 7 and 8, described a lack of parent involvement 
in their schools. Each of the three reported that they do not have a parent club or formal 
parent leadership group. Two participants, Participant 7 and Participant 8, expressed 
frustration in their attempts to engage parents. Participant 8 reported that he recently 
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disbanded his school’s parent group because he believed that parents would continue to 
support his school even without a formal group:  
And so it was just for me as an administrator, when you are already busy enough, 
one more meeting. And so I disbanded it this year… and I did suffer a little bit of 
backlash for it, but what precipitated is we do a – every single year we have a 
dinner auction, and that’s one of our biggest fundraisers. It’s a dinner auction in 
April, and it’s supposed to be under the auspice of our parent-teacher fellowship, 
and my (spouse) and I were the ones, with the few staff members they did all of 
the work. We set it up, we decorate it. My husband and I actually because we 
wanted the school to make as much money as possible, we did the cooking, so we 
catered the whole thing. So then we’d clean up, we were the ones who cleaned up, 
and the parents would show up and benefit through the wonderful evening and 
experience but didn’t help with the work. Well, nothing is going to change, we are 
still going to do all that but I just don’t have to go to meetings every month now. 
(P8)  
 
Participant 7 described himself as a shy person and said he was reluctant to take 
on the leadership of his school. He explained that it was personally difficult to engage 
with parents. When discussing his leadership and the challenges he faces in his role, he 
stated:  
Probably the most frustrating is developing parents, which was one of the main 
hesitancies I had about saying yes (to becoming the school’s leader), because I 
knew that there would be more dealing with parents who were not necessarily 
happy with how things were going, and that's never a fun thing to do. (P7) 
 
Participant 7 reported that parents help in the classrooms, and with the occasional field 
trip. When discussing his school’s relationship with its sponsoring church community, he 
reported:  
We don't have much of that (school-church engagement) going on. We have the 
school children. We have a couple of groups that meet, like an older senior 
citizens kind of group that meets for Bible study for fellowship stuff. Some of the 
classes will go and sing songs or do a play or whatever for them, those kinds of 
things. (P7) 
 
Participant 2 said that there is no formalized parent leadership group at his school; 
however, his school has a Development Department which consists of a Development 
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Director and Volunteer Coordinator. He explained that these positions have the 
responsibility of parent and community engagement, and allowed him to have a more 
supportive, less managerial, role:  
We don't actually have a parent group, but we do have one of our staff members 
who is the volunteer coordinator. We do have a development director, and we 
have a couple different areas that she supports.  It's the giving or the volunteering, 
and then we have an annual fund, so because we're a non-profit school, part of our 
expectations from families is that they support our annual fund, they give to the 
school in some way, however it would be, you know, small amount or larger 
amount.  Then we also have our gala, which is our big, as I mentioned, three or 
four times now, the big fundraiser. We also, out of that department, help with 
grants and cultivating families.  They cultivate our alumni.  We have really been 
working on ... actually, this January is going to be our second actual official 
alumni event, so we have alumni that are in their late thirties now, so that's been 
really fun to keep those people connected.  (P2) 
 
Upon further reflection, Participant 2 reiterated his perceptions about relationship 
development and shared his current concern for the success of the Annual Fund, which is 
overseen by his school board: 
Our development department works really hard throughout the year to cultivate 
all those relationships.  It is about relationships.  That's why it's important for our 
board to also be developing the relationships with families, and right now our 
annual fund is going. (P2) 
 
Engaging a school board. All participants engaged with various forms of a school 
board, some an advisory board and others a board of trustees. Participants described their 
interactions with their boards and shared their experiences in which they developed 
opportunities for their schools, gained access to resources, and increased their ability to 
accomplish their school’s mission. Common areas of support provided by boards were in 
the areas of finance, facilities, marketing, and mission effectiveness. Participant 5 shared 
his understanding of the benefits he saw after he created the position of Admissions 
Director within the leadership of his parent advisory board: 
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We have an Admissions Director who’s also kind of our marketing person.  When 
we put that position in place about 4 years ago, we had a goal of having a good 
process by which we bring in students in terms of marketing, but also good 
admissions process, and that could be off my desk.  Somebody else could do that.  
The other thing we wanted her to do was a lot of internal marketing.  In other 
words, it’s kind of keeping your people happy.  Making sure that you’re kind of 
the eyes and ears of what’s going in the school.  That’s what we really liked that 
person to be, that had that position, a parent in the school, has kids in the school 
… is a part of the culture in the community.  When we first put that position in 
place, we had a fairly full school.  It’s hard to justify marketing when you got 
waiting list; but we really saw the value of making sure that we have somebody 
that’s always kind of looking at from an intern point of view.  Our parents are 
happier that’s why we do what we’re doing.  She’s been good at that.  The other 
thing she does really well is develop a really good relationship with the local 
newspaper, and we get a lot of articles in the paper. (P5) 
 
 Community outreach. Public outreach was described by the participants as ways 
they provided experiential learning opportunities for their students, created opportunities 
for students to be involved in the greater community, and increased their school’s scope 
of contact and influence which helped the school build a positive reputation in the 
community. Participant 5 described the social and economic benefits he experienced from 
their annual jog-a-thon and 8th grade service projects:  
The money raised from that, 25% of that goes to local charities.  We try to 
specially focus on local charities.  Each class will pick a different charity that they 
are going to support, and then a quarter of any of the money is raised goes straight 
to charity.  We have a fraternal organization, a (x religion) organization that will 
match some of those funds and so forth.  That’s one way in which we have the 
classes involved in service opportunities.  Our 8th grade always does a big service 
project during their 8th grade year.  They’ve done things like kind of renovating 
the waiting room at the women shelter or something like that.  (P5).  
 
Participant 5 expressed his paradigm that his school is an active member of its local 
community. He explained that this relationship helped the school’s public relations and 
supported its mission of community service: 
One of the neat things we do here is the Veterans Day Chapel in November.  We 
invite veterans to come from the community as well as in our own church and 
school, families or grandparents.  We do chapel, and recognize them, and then we 
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have a little lunch and form afterwards.  That’s a really neat outreach too.  Those 
kinds of activities, being able to highlight those and it’s good. (P5).  
 
Participant 8 expressed the charitable nature of his school’s relationship to its 
community:   
Yeah, it’s community. Our facility is often used for community use, whether it’d 
be through the avenue of doing memorial service as there are funerals… 
Oftentimes if there is a community need, they’ll call us and ask if they can utilize. 
(P8)  
 
Participant 7, who leads a faith-based school, acknowledged the public good-will 
generated within the neighborhood and city community from the school’s annual 
community prayer service:  
Those happen around September 11th, and so, we always invite the city council, 
and the fire chief and the police chief to come, and then the paper comes and 
covers that (tradition). That's really the only specific thing that we do where we 
reach out that intentionally to the community.  (P7).  
 
 Local business leaders. Some participants described their networking strategies 
that resulted in partnership activities with local businesses, non-profit and civic 
organizations. Participants who shared these relationships also reported an increase in 
their school’s capacity to achieve necessary goals. For example, Participant 2 detailed the 
former leader of his school relationship with local business leaders that resulted in his 
school having partnerships and projects with highly visible local constituents:  
The head of school was trying to make community connections wider than within 
our own community and the focus was on education … Our head of school was 
also involved in (x city), some of their associations that are innovative, (x local 
business organization), and those sharing the educational piece.  (P2) 
 
Participant 5 revealed the benefits his school enjoyed from his predecessor’s involvement 
in the local Rotary Club:  
We were building a new building, and going through a lot of changes, and 
growth, and so forth.  He was really good at having connections with some key 
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people in terms of some things we were doing, just in terms of some of the things 
we needed to accomplish.  It was just good to have that kind of connection in the 
community. (P5) 
 
 Participant 1 coordinated his school’s mission, strategic plan, and recent 
accreditation action plan to integrate community engagement which resulted into a 
networking culture at his school. The participant reported that this institution-wide focus 
on community engagement had increased his school’s reputation in its local community 
and therefore its capacity for achieving its goals. He offered his strategy to achieve his 
school’s goal to “provide a public service”:  
The role that the school plays in the greater community is increasingly important 
for us. Making sure that people in the community who are influencers, decision-
makers, know who we are, why we're here, what we can offer the greater 
community through the use of our facility; we use our facility quite a bit to 
support the community. Why it's important to have strong independent schools, as 
well as strong public schools, and why we can help to be an educational change 
agent in our community, and how we help businesses thrive through providing an 
attractive place for people to send their kids to school. (P1) 
 
Building community. 
  While talking about how they gained support for their schools, participants 
described how they built a sense of community on behalf of their schools. Most spoke 
about the community within their schools, some detailed their effort to build community 
with those outside the walls of their campuses. Common perceptions shared by 
participants as they reflected upon their community building efforts included feelings of 
belonging, valuing relationships, connecting for meaning, and expressions of unity and 
commonality. Participants reflected specifically on the importance of having a close 
community within their schools and the responsibility they felt in nurturing relationships 
for the sake of their schools. 
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Participant 3 spoke of the engaged, supportive school culture he built during his 
twenty-five year tenure and the long-term fiscal sustainability the culture provided. He 
reported that because he created and supported an inclusive, positive and respectful 
environment among his students, parents, teachers and staff, his school was able to attract 
and retain students and families who supported the school community because they 
viewed themselves in partnership with the school: 
Here just the sense of feeling that you can come in, and be part of it is critical to 
the success of the school. The key to having a viable school community is having 
it be one where you love to come in and be there. The love of school is essential. 
It is celebrated, and we live by that. (P3) 
 
Participant 2 expressed pride for the relational nature of his school community, 
especially as it was able to maintain its closeness despite its growth:   
So that's a beauty of our school, is that real community feel.  Even though we're a 
pretty large school for a private, independent school… we try to have that small 
community feeling as much as we can, which can be challenging at times, but we 
really work on that. (P2) 
 
As Participant 2 further reflected upon his role and responsibility in leadership, he stated: 
So there's relationships.  It's really about building relationships with each other, 
and for the school to build relationships with those parents.  It's how your school 
keeps growing.  If people talk positively about your school and experience, then 
more people will come, and that keeps the school alive and healthy.  It really is 
about building relationships. (P2) 
 
Participants from religious schools acknowledged importance they hold for 
having strong relationships with their sponsoring church or parish community. Participant 
5 said:  
In terms of looking at the support for the school, I really think building a strong 
community is important.  Community in terms of the church and school 
community, and with our congregation with our families.  That’s really important, 
but also in the local community.  I love to be seen not as this private school for 
rich kids or something, but that we are a part of this community. We provide our 
facilities; we go out and do service things.  We’re a part of that community.  I 
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think that’s important because I think that’s where you get support when you need 
it. (P5) 
 
In contrast, Participant 4 revealed that he keeps his community engagement 
activities limited to those in his church community: 
You know, I really don't do a lot outside of the (x religion) community. I know a 
lot of the elderly parishioners, and you know I really try to nurture those 
relationships.   We have a big grandparent’s day here. It's a big PR day for me, to 
remember their needs, and who their grandchildren are, and that sort of thing, but 
I haven't done very much outside of the (x religion) community at all. (P4) 
 
Many participants shared experiences in which they engaged beyond their school 
community in order to gain support their schools needed. These participants shared that 
they had to be relational, conversational, highly personable, and strategically social in 
order to achieve their desired results. Participant 6 utilized the social networks of his 
parent population to gain such resources as computers and technology, staff development 
and facility upgrades. Participant 9 noted his ability to draw on the extended network of 
contacts he has gained through his decades of school leadership to achieve such resources 
as tuition assistance, scholarships, emergency maintenance and facility repair. Participant 
1 offered insight into how he built relationships for the benefit of his school through his 
involvement in civic organizations: 
Hey, you're a member of (the local) Rotary. Can I come with you to lunch one 
day? Come and meet some people there; great. Going, and seeing where that 
leads. Just the fact of ... People really have a very different impression of an 
organization when they've met someone from that organization who greets them 
and has a smile, and says, "We're really excited about these things that we're 
working on. Boy, I'd love to have you come take a look one day; just come visit." 
Even if they never come to visit, they've been left with a different impression 
about that, than one that maybe they held, where they didn't know anything about 
the place. (P1) 
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A culture of support. 
  Participants noted the influence their school’s culture had upon their 
ability to acquire resources and support for their schools. In particular, Participants 1, 5, 
6, and 8 described the benefits they witnessed from the feelings of partnership present in 
their community culture. Participants indicated that they achieved a supportive school 
culture when a collaborative paradigm and expectation permeated their community.   
Participant 6 shared that he created a culture of support and began with his staff:  
When I came here, my approach was we have to be collaborative.  Everything has 
to be collaborative.  No decisions will be made in a vacuum.  No decisions will be 
made by one voice.  From leadership all the way down to a classroom’s function, 
down to how our students relate we have to be … we have to have a collaborative 
model.  (P6) 
 
Study participants spoke of the many ways they have built a supportive 
environment within their communities. Participant 1 set the expectation with potential 
parents. He said, “We tell people that we want them to be involved in their child's 
education. When we interview people in the admissions process, we tell them, ‘We 
expect that your involved in your child's education’, but it can look like anything.” 
Participant 6 generated support as he fostered positive community involvement, “I think 
that’s sort of been my job here, to just make everybody or allow everybody to see really 
how good they really are.” Participant 5 developed open communication, trust, and close 
relationships for which he attributed a high rate of community support:  
I’m developing relationships between myself and parents, especially those leading 
parents that are really involved, as well as the teachers doing that, too.  I really 
feel like we have a really good time here.  They’ve been very supportive of things 
that I would come up with.  I think a lot of that is just trust, building that trust 
along with the relationship. (P5) 
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Participant 8 attributed a positive correlation between his school’s practice of 
keeping his school’s donors and benefactors from the local community connected and 
engaged and his school’s ability to acquire support and resources from them annually. He 
described their supportive relationship in the following example: 
The auction items that we procure through community support, they receive 
letters from us, and literally some of them don’t even get the letter and they were 
already, ‘Aren’t you having your auction this year?’ They are already donating! 
That’s how we do that.  (P8) 
 
 
Finding 4: Shared Leadership Provides Opportunities for Increased School Support 
Participants shared many leadership practices that brought support for their 
schools from their communities. Themes emerged from their testimonies which shed light 
on best practices and leadership strategies that may bring about an increase in resources. 
Successful leadership practices that may increase school support as described by 
participants centered upon three main elements: (a) communicate and connect, (b) shared 
leadership, and (c) expressing gratitude. 
Communicate – connect. 
  As they described their experiences, participants continually emphasized 
the value they placed on their communication. This included instances when they shared 
pertinent information to their community, were transparent regarding the state of the 
school, and when they presented possible organizational initiatives or changes to policies 
and procedures. Participants oftentimes said that open and clear communication built 
trust. Participants also stressed that in their experiences to make connections for others to 
give support, their communication had to both inspire and involve others in their 
objectives.   
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Organizing their community and enabling others for supportive action were 
commonly expressed by participants as the necessary components of acquiring school 
support. Participants attributed their communicated expectations as leaders, to both the 
intimate and broader school communities, as necessary for achieving their desired results. 
Reflecting on successful school leadership practices, Participant 5 remarked:  
One of the things I really noticed about good leaders are they’re good delegators, 
and they’re good at recognizing the gifts someone else has that they don’t have, 
and supporting them, and not having to be in control.  Some of the best principals, 
when you talk to them, it almost sounds like they don’t know what’s going on, but 
they do.  (P5) 
 
Uniform, transparent, system-wide understandings and expectations were 
perceived to be paramount to the school’s ability to create and sustain supportive 
structures. In responding to interview questions pertaining to building support for his 
school, Participant 1 expressed a constructive, teambuilding mindset, “I spent the whole 
first year five years ago, interviewing people, hearing what their interests were, listening, 
and finding places that we shared in common about things that I felt like would be good 
for the school.” With an emphasis on professional development, Participant 6’s 
approached the need to build school support by first building support for his staff with 
openness to the possible direction:   
Here’s what I try to do with my staff, “What do you need from me to be 
successful?  What professional development do you need that might help you feel 
either gratified professionally, as well as personally?”  You’ve got to ask the 
question, right?  Then you’ve got to shut up so the person can actually tell you. 
(P6) 
 
Participants demonstrated direct, inclusive, listening-based approaches when 
communicating with their broader school community. They spoke of the difficulties and 
struggles that came about from poor communication. Participant 3 recognized the 
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corrosive nature that domineering, possessive messaging had on school communities. 
Cautioning against the slightest subliminal inference of exclusiveness, he said, “Here's 
the crushing piece about school leadership is the first person pronoun. I never ever say 
‘my school, my faculty, my board, my whatever,’ never.” With over thirty years in the 
field of education, Participant 10 also warned about abrasive communication. He 
employed an entrepreneurial spirit to correct possible arguments and conflicts, he stated: 
What do you do with an irate parent? Agree with them. I feel your pain. I’ve been 
there and if you haven’t been there. Find some way to empathize and you’ll be 
okay because once they calm down and they … then you can reason but don’t 
ever get upset with a parent. The customer’s always right. (P10) 
 
When discussing conflicts and difficulties in his school community, Participant 9 
described his approach to rectify the problem while he sustained relationships and open 
communication. He stated: 
I'm a good listener, and I do two things.  I tell people right away I'll consider that, 
or if I think it's - no, we're not going to be able to do that, but I always give people 
an answer right away. (P9) 
 
Many participants expressed difficulties in communication. Participant 7 shared 
the difficulties brought on by his introversion: “I have stuff going on in my head, plans 
that I have for the school, and I don't always do as well as I should at communicating that 
to the bigger group and getting support that way.” Others experienced difficulties getting 
their messages heard by the community. Participant 9 held two town meetings a year to 
keep his community informed. Participant 4 used Twitter to engage those who did not 
read his newsletters. Participant 9 sent frequent newsletters out to the broader 
community:  
I communicate with a newsletter, of which I've changed because it was seven, 
eight, nine, ten pages, and I just get this sinking suspicion that people weren't 
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reading it, so now I've limited it to two pages, and I usually have a focus, like the 
next couple of months will be fund-raising and tuition assistance. (P9) 
 
Participants said that they purposefully practiced frequent, open, and clear 
communication in order to bring support to their schools. Shared experiences were in 
both the participants intimate and broader school communities. This purposeful approach 
by leaders may also strategically identify and attain needed resources within the broader 
community. On connecting with and building support from the available assets within his 
parent community, Participant 5 shared:  
I think that the other thing is in terms of getting support is just really looking at 
what kind of businesses your families are involved in like having the doctors 
come in and do things, or even the wineries.  For our auction, we have a lot of 
donations of wines obviously. (P5) 
 
   Shared leadership. 
    The reported experiences of acquiring resources and school support by 
study participants provided insight into the importance of shared or distributed 
leadership. Several specific examples were documented by participants and included: 
Participant 8 relied on a staff member to coordinate and secure donations from the 
community for his school’s annual auction; Participant 2 spoke of his teachers’ school-
wide involvement in their local city’s community celebrations; Participants 8 and 9 
proudly shared their students’ community service and leadership experiences beyond the 
walls of their campuses; Participants 1 and 6 reported on the key leadership roles their 
board members had in creating partnerships for  their schools with the greater community 
and region.  
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Sharing leadership as a means to improve school success was commonly reported 
and regarded by participants as a necessary practice for their leadership achievements.  
For example, Participant 6 expressed his distributed leadership paradigm this way: 
I don’t need to be here for the school to function. That insight made me realize 
that that is how I should approach being a leader.  That if I am too needed, if I 
become someone who everyone has to be … where, in my mind, it’s about me 
being needed, then I'm not leading. (P6) 
 
Participants identified the critical importance staff, parents, school boards, and 
other school stakeholders had for supporting school achievement and sustainability. By 
doing so, respondents confirmed the community nature of their schools and the 
responsibility required from each member of the community. Participants revealed that 
for them, school leadership was not a solitary endeavor. Invaluable supportive leadership 
was reported from shareholders by every participant. For example, Participant 6 
highlighted the distributed leadership model he built among his staff; Participant 2 noted 
the leadership bridging between his school’s Development Office, Board of Trustees, and 
city leaders; Participant 8 attested to the leadership of his school’s sponsoring church 
community as they sustained his school during difficult economic times.  
Further expanding on the importance of mission and private schools being 
mission driven, Participant 1 shared that he developed of shared leadership among his 
school’s Board of Trustees to ensure that his school could fiscally sustain:  
I really shifted their thinking to feeling like, number one, that they're responsible 
for holding the mission of the school in trust. Then number two, they're 
responsible for guaranteeing that the school has the resources it needs, to function, 
and to function effectively. (P1) 
 
Participants conveyed the value of leadership development by providing time, 
energy and resources to strengthen the leadership potential of others. Participant 1 noted 
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his efforts to develop the leadership abilities of his school’s Board of Trustees, including 
that he hired them a consultant, provided workshops, and sent the Board on development 
retreats. Participant 6 described his efforts to build the leadership capacities of his 
Assistant Principal when he coached, provided professional development, and gave the 
Assistant Principal additional responsibilities to challenge him to grow professionally. 
Study participants also communicated the value of building trust within their 
community to strengthen the bonds of collaboration and commitment. Participant 5 
explained his active involvement in distributed leadership and building a team approach 
among his staff and parent leadership communities, “What I really like to do is find 
people I can really trust, and know they’re going to do their job, and put them in charge 
of things.” Whereas Participant 10 spoke of the shared trust, loyalty and commitment 
shared leadership brought to his staff:  
I have two teachers call me and said, hey, I need to leave early can you do this for 
me? I say, yeah. I had two classes, but it worked out. I’m very supportive of my 
team. You support your team; your team will support you. You have to lead by 
example. (P10) 
 
Expressing gratitude. 
  An emphasis on nurturing relationships was reported by participants, 
mostly in the form of expressed gratitude for support on behalf of the school. Participants 
showed sincere appreciation for those who volunteer their time, share their expertise, and 
donate to their schools. Study participants testified to the impact of expressed 
appreciation and its subsequent rewards. Participant 2 remarked:  
I think people skills are really important.  Good listening is probably the best skill 
anybody can develop, is to listen.  For our community and probably many others, 
people need to know that you care about them. (P2) 
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Private school leaders reported the importance of nurturing the supportive 
relationships in their schools with recognition of their contributions. Some participants 
indicated they worked very hard to maintain connections and communication, such as 
through follow-up phone calls and emails. Other participants shared that they developed 
personal friendships with school supporters, and two boasted that they could pick up the 
phone and ask for what they needed and would receive it. Participant 8 spoke of the time, 
energy and effort he put into writing thank you notes to school supporters. He reported 
that he spent his own money to make sure each supporter was thanked every time help 
was given. He said this takes a considerable amount of his time, yet attests that it was 
worth it: 
Every volunteer will get a thank you note, and it takes time. But they will come 
back. I have had dads that have walked in and said, “I’ve gotten a thank you note 
from anybody.” That’s what they will say. It really makes a difference. And so 
those are the same dads, they will come back and they will come in on here, 
because they are being recognized and appreciated. (P8) 
 
Participant 2 explained why he expressed gratitude to supporters in the following way: 
We have an amazing school and I'm so proud of it, and just to affirm that with 
people, I think that's really huge.  Sending out thank you cards, sending them 
randomly to people, thank you for what you're doing, or acknowledging people 
doing something well.  Just those little things make a big difference, because we 
all work really hard and we like to know we make a difference, right?  (P2)  
 
Recognition of gratitude was held among study participants as an important 
component to how they built and achieved support for their schools. Participant 3 
expressed his reasoning this way: 
It's the sense of people matter, and that's the same thing you talk about school for 
kids. What matters for kids is that they matter. What matters for parents is that 
their kids matter. What matters for parents is that they as parents matter. And 
what's clearly for teachers is that their work is known. That it's appreciated. (P3) 
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Participants explained that their leadership role gave them responsibility to foster 
and build positive interactions on behalf of their schools. Participants expressed this 
dynamic as being “the face of the school.” When responding to interview questions, 
many participants described the importance of making personal connections and building 
rapport within their communities. Participant 10 shared his philosophy for building a 
positive school climate in the following way: “It’s real simple. If the kid’s happy, 
momma’s happy. If momma’s happy, daddy’s happy. If momma’s not happy, ain’t 
nobody happy and you can quote that!” 
Results and Interpretation 
 The findings from this phenomenological study of the lived experience of private 
school leaders as they acquire resources for their schools emerged from the shared 
experiences reported by the participants. Drawing from these findings and relevant 
literature, four results with interpretations are presented: (1) an engaging purpose and 
meaning inspire support, (2) bonding and belonging create supportive networks, (3) 
private school leaders set the tone and capacities for their schools, and (4) schools with 
community support are run with business skill sets. The results gleaned from this study 
may offer private school leaders a better understanding of best practices for gaining 
resources and school support from their communities.  
An Engaging Purpose and Meaning Inspire Support 
 The private school leaders who participated in this study consistently expressed 
that the unifying force and center of focus for their schools was their school’s mission 
statement. Along with a deep personal connection to their school’s mission, the 
participants also reported that it provided them a clear purpose and direction to lead their 
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schools. Along with perceiving the mission driven quality of private education to be 
inspirational in and of itself, participants also found inspiration from their individual 
school’s identity, meaning, and purpose as expressed within its mission statement. 
The experiences of participants in this study provide an understanding of how 
offering a compelling mission and promoting it with intentional focus may inspire school 
support.  Several specific examples were described by participants as to how their 
purposeful messaging of their school’s mission resulted in resourcing and backing from 
their community. These experiences align with the findings by Calder (2006), who 
explored the role of organizational mission and vision in goal attainment and concluded 
that leaders who motivate and inspire others in their organization’s vision have greater 
results in gaining stakeholder buy-in. This was further evidenced by study participants 
who attested to the benefits of highlighting and celebrating their students as an element of 
mission effectiveness.  Those participants who acquired direct support of students’ 
educational experiences found results similar to that of Hands (2010), who claimed that 
leaders who communicate the student focus of their school’s mission achieve greater buy-
in and support as supporters are typically drawn to projects that benefit student learning.   
Bonding and Belonging Create Supportive Networks 
The findings from this study emphasize the power that relationships and social 
networks have upon a leader’s ability to acquire school support. Participants universally 
described their schools as communities and places of belonging. Participants explained 
how school events such as jog-a-thons, auctions, community service projects, spaghetti 
dinner fundraisers and bingo nights gained funds and resources for their schools, yet 
equally emphasized the event’s ability to build supportive community connections which 
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may bring about material support and school loyalty. This lends credibility to the results 
of research by Bauch (2001), who studied various types of community connectiveness 
and the manner in which they may enhance school support. Her study concluded that 
creating a “strong sense of place, providing opportunities for parent involvement, 
strengthening church ties, building strong school-business-agency relationships, and 
using the community as a curricular resource” (p. 211) promotes school support.  
As participants pointed out, private school leaders cannot successfully manage all 
their school’s needs by themselves. Research suggests a shared or distributed leadership 
model may assist school leaders in fulfilling their responsibilities, including the vital 
responsibilities of student learning, school development, budget, operations, human 
resources, as well as ensuring a strong school culture and cultivating a cohesive school 
community within and outside their campuses (Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005). 
Participants described their engagement with internal and external social networks for 
acquiring school needs and resources, and many witnessed that developing larger 
networks brought about an increased opportunity for support through their expanded 
scope of influence. This supports previous research that concluded that building 
relationships inside and outside an organization enhances the organization’s capacity to 
achieve its goals (Maurrasse, 2001; Buys and Bursnall, 2007). 
Private School Leaders Set the Tone and Capacities for Their Schools 
As participants shared their experiences in acquiring support for their schools, 
they also revealed their personalities, interests, motivations, and leadership competencies. 
These factors, including the leader’s personal knowledge and skills, appeared to have 
direct influence upon the quality and number of supportive relationships they created for 
93 
 
 
the benefit of their schools. Fullan (2011) said that “school capacity is seriously 
undermined if it does not have quality leadership” (p. 65). Quality leadership as 
expressed in this study was found in the skills and passion participants exhibited for 
building and strengthening their schools Participants who expressed excitement and a 
personal passion for their efforts demonstrated the personal fulfillment they found in their 
work. These leaders also appeared to be continuously motivated and not content with 
complacency or the status quo. 
There also appears to be a correlation between how a school obtains, allocates, 
and uses resources to how effective its leader is at organizing and driving the behavior of 
those working within the organization. Participants who were able to instill strong 
leadership competencies in others within their organization appear to have increased their 
organization’s capacity to build support and improve their schools. In his study of 
strategic leadership, Eicher (2006) stressed that a leader’s role is critical in an 
organization’s ability to achieve goals. This includes not only leading the way through 
the process of achieving community support, but also in modeling the way to 
organizational members. Participants who demonstrated strategic management appear to 
have built organizational structures and processes that lend themselves to drawing school 
support. Hence, this research suggests that private school leaders set the tone and 
capacities for their schools through their role as organizational leader. 
Schools with Community Support are Run with Business Skill Sets 
A synthesis of participants’ lived experiences in building school support showed 
that to do so, it required the leader to be goal oriented, enlist help in achieving objectives, 
problem solve, seek opportunity, develop strategy, communicate, conduct financial 
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forecasting, and marketing. These experiences support the argument that private schools 
are best run drawing from a business skill set (Fullan, 2001). The business and oftentimes 
entrepreneurial strategy and mindset exhibited by participants became assets toward the 
success and advancement of their schools. This supports the research of Price (2004) who 
found that an entrepreneurial perspective focuses leaders on finding and creating new 
opportunities and expanding existing ones, which in turn leads to profit and growth. 
The business objectives of seeking profit and growth are important concepts for 
private school leaders to understand. While educators are accustomed to overseeing 
advancement and growth of student learning outcomes, school administrators can apply 
these practices to achieve school advancement outcomes. Those participants who shared 
experiences in which they developed new or expanded existing opportunities reported 
resulting benefits that advanced their schools financially, materially, or with improved 
reputation. These experiences lend well to the suggestion by researchers Quong & 
Walker (2010), who concluded that for school leaders to be effective leaders for their 
schools, they do so by strategically knowing how to deal with issues and move into the 
future.  
Summary 
 From the data collected, this phenomenological study of the lived experiences of 
ten leaders in private, tuition-based, K-8 schools explored how they engaged in their 
communities to acquire resources for their schools. Four findings emerged: (1) the school 
mission inspires and motivates school engagement; (2) private school leaders face unique 
challenges in running their schools; (3) developing relationships is essential for gaining 
school support; and (4) shared leadership provides opportunities for increased  school 
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support. Through a synthesis of these findings with key pieces of the literature review, 
four results with interpretations by the researcher were presented: (1) an engaging 
purpose and meaning inspire support, (2) bonding and belonging create supportive 
networks, (3) private school leaders set the tone and capacities for their schools, and (4) 
schools with community support are run with business skill sets. The interpretations 
presented here are the source for the recommendations offered in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to look at the experiences of private school leaders 
as they engaged in their communities to acquire support and resources for their schools. 
The research questions which guided this study were:  
1. What do private school leaders who have created effective community 
partnerships describe as their lived experience?  
2. What are the leadership practices that private school leaders perceive as 
beneficial for the advancement of their schools?  
3. How do private school leaders describe their use of social capital to acquire 
resources from the greater community?  
Ten leaders of private, non-profit K-8 schools located in Northern California 
participated in this phenomenological study. Data was collected from one-on-one 
interviews, field notes, collection of artifacts, and use of the researcher’s journal. 
Through in-depth qualitative analysis, the phenomenon of community engagement 
through the lived experience of private school leaders emerged in four themes: mission, 
relationship, challenges, and shared leadership. Findings from the perceptions given by 
participants were presented with excerpts from interview transcripts, observation notes, 
and artifact review. The final results and the researcher’s interpretations were presented 
in relation to the literature review. The following conclusions from this study of private 
school leaders are presented from a synthesis of the literature review, field research, and 
qualitative analysis of the data.  This chapter ends with recommendations for private 
school leaders as well as recommendations for further research. 
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Conclusions 
 This study of the perceptions of private school leaders as they engage in their 
communities to acquire support for their schools, explored the phenomenon through their 
lived experience as viewed and reported by the participants. The conclusions to the three 
overarching research questions are drawn and applied from the synthesis of their shared 
perceptions.   
Research Question 1: What do private school leaders who have created effective 
community partnerships describe as their lived experience? 
 
  In understanding the lived experience of private school leaders, it is 
important to understand the perception that private school leadership is a substantially 
different experience than public school leadership. Unlike other educational leaders, 
those who lead private schools tend to do so with little or limited administrative support 
structures. They share the common experience of feeling isolated and alone in their 
positions. They also shared feeling great pressure from being the one responsible for the 
success, sustainability, and development of their schools.  
Private school leaders who demonstrate the ability to create effective community 
partnerships possess personal characteristics that are reflected in their leadership 
practices. In describing their lived experience in creating effective community 
partnerships, these leaders express a personal passion for building their school, were 
goal-oriented and found a sense of gratitude and pride in accomplishing goals. They 
found enjoyment working with and inspiring others to achieve and succeed.   
Private school leaders have the common experience of leading their schools as 
both educational leaders and small business managers, all the while dealing with 
increasing financial, economic, school marketing and enrollment stressors.  However, 
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those who effectively lead private schools appear to sustain and build their school despite 
environmental challenges. These leaders demonstrate that they are not content with the 
status quo; they are not complacent with difficult situations presented to them. Rather, 
they possess a personal passion for building their school, they evidence being highly goal 
oriented, and they demonstrate the ability to discover opportunities and strategize how 
best to maximize the benefits. The passion that drives their school leadership stems from 
a deep love and personal connection to their school’s mission and an authentic care for 
their students and their community. 
Private school leaders who have created effective community partnerships 
demonstrate knowledge of the people and networks within their community and 
neighborhoods, and the ability of resourcing from them to benefit and support the school. 
These private school leaders also express enthusiasm for partnering with and supporting 
other organizations and leaders in accomplishing their goals. They possess a sense of 
community connectedness, responsibility, and a heart for community service.  
 To create effective community partnerships, successful private school leaders 
report their enjoyment of working with and inspiring others to achieve both collaborative 
and individual success. They engage individuals and groups, work in partnership with 
teachers, staff and parents, and successfully navigate complex organizations to achieve 
collaborative success. These leaders do not seek to control or express power due to their 
positions in their schools, rather, they emphasize shared leadership and inspiring and 
enabling others within their schools towards leadership and personal success. They speak 
with pride about the accomplishments of their teachers, staff, boards and parent leaders. 
They express gratification in supporting the initiatives and projects of others.  
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In reflecting upon the lived experiences shared by participants in this study, it is 
interesting to note the ownership and possessive pronouns used by participants. Private 
school leaders who create effective community partnerships frequently use the plural 
“we” in describing their school and the leadership that is occurring in their schools. These 
leaders who possess the mindset of partnering avoid referring to people, projects and 
goals as “us and them” when describing the actions and relationships within their 
communities. Those who create effective community partnerships acted upon a 
community mindset and strategically engaged those who could partner and bring support 
to that which they are deeply passionate about.  
Research Question 2: What are the leadership practices that private school leaders 
perceive as beneficial for the advancement of their schools?  
 
 Private school leaders who seek to advance their schools, first and foremost, 
acknowledge that as leaders, they hold a vision for what that advancement looks like and 
means for their schools. They perceive that school advancement is far more complex than 
simply providing for the classroom and educational programming. They see a bigger 
picture of school support, one that involves complex systems that support student 
learning by strengthening the school’s financial and material resources, culture, structure, 
and skills for achieving its mission.  
 Private schools are mission driven institutions. Private school leaders are 
entrusted as caretakers and heralds of their school’s mission within their school and 
greater communities. To support the mission and advance the desired vision, private 
school leaders perceive that they must be able to identify and seek out beneficial and 
supportive opportunities. They also acknowledge the ability to be comfortable seeking 
and asking for community support for their school’s economic stability, as well as for 
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other school advancement goals such as developing the school brand, gaining students, 
and growing the school in public stature.  
 One leader alone cannot advance a school. Therefore, the private school leader 
needs to inspire and motivate others to lead, serve, and support the school’s mission and 
vision. What became clear in this research is that shared leadership is a crucial leadership 
practice for the acquisition of school support and resources. Leaders who are able to 
advance their school in this matter do so by focusing on the student experience at their 
schools, building a sense of community and family involvement, publically and 
personally acknowledging supporters and benefactors, and instilling an environment of 
joy so that people are attracted to and want to be a part of something wonderful. 
 An essential leadership practice suggested by this research is for leaders to know 
those who are in relationship with their schools and to be highly connected within their 
communities. It is perceived to be beneficial for a school’s advancement to have a leader 
who is able to expand a network of support for the school. Leaders who are able to 
accomplish this do so by building trust, possessing excellent communication and 
articulation skills, know how to collaboratively strategize to achieve results, and can 
assure mutual gain for those who work in partnership for the goal. This leadership 
practice is addressed in greater detail in the answer to the following research question.  
 
Research Question 3: How do private school leaders describe their use of social 
capital to acquire resources from the greater community? 
 
 Social capital is described in this research as the social structures and resources 
within institutionalized relationships, both internal and external to the organization, 
which allow for mutually beneficial, responsible action (Maak, 2007). While no 
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participant in this study used the term social capital in their interview, all did however, 
acknowledge the influence, strength and support that comes to their schools from their 
relationships in their greater community. As these private school leaders describe their 
use of social capital to acquire resources, they expressed it through the paradigm of 
community belonging, connectedness, and loyalty which may lead to tangible 
expressions of goodwill and support towards the school. 
Private school leaders describe their use of relationships to acquire resources and 
school support. They describe the importance of building and leveraging their school’s 
reputation and the feelings of belonging to strengthen their schools in the competitive 
educational market. Private school leaders build a sense of community, belonging, and 
school popularity through intentional practices, such as community events and outreach, 
celebrations, traditions, and opportunities for public recognition.  
Private school leaders use social capital to acquire resources from the greater 
community do so by communicating and connecting with people, knowing their names, 
knowing their needs. They build trust in their relationships, acting with integrity as they 
represent their school and its mission, their students, staff, and school community. With a 
focus on the educational experience of their students, the leaders are able to influence 
others to partner with their school mission for the benefit of children. They build a love 
for their school and inspire others to love and care for the institution with them.  
Aside from the sense of belonging and contributing to a compelling mission, 
private school leaders take time and effort to make sure they publically and personally 
express gratitude to those who support their schools. The expression of gratitude, as well 
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as celebrating accomplishments and attaining goals, communicate the value of the 
partnership while investing in the relationship for future support. 
Recommendations 
Tuition alone cannot support private schools. Additional resources are necessary 
to provide financial, material, social, teacher, and student learning support. The role of 
the private school leader is unique from other educational leadership positions, primarily 
because other educational leadership roles are part of complex organizations with 
multiple leadership positions to support the functioning of the institution. The typical K-8 
private school leader is solely responsible for the educational and financial leadership of 
his school with few, if any, additional administrative support positions to share the 
responsibilities of leading their school. Given the findings of this study, the following 
four recommendations are offered to K-8 private school leaders as they seek to build 
support and acquire resources for their schools: (1) build a community culture of shared 
leadership, (2) engage in intentional public outreach, (3) seek professional development 
in small business leadership, and (4) “create what you believe in, love your school, have 
fun” (P3). 
Build a Community Culture of Shared Leadership.  
There are simply too many leadership responsibilities necessary for running 
private schools for one person to perform all of them successfully. The culmination of 
this study supports the recommendation that private school leadership be distributed or 
shared leadership. Chief leaders must create organizational structures and processes 
which enable staff and parent leadership to help meet the increasing needs of their 
schools. They must expand their levels of community engagement to bring about various 
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types of supportive community partnerships. They must also strategically align their 
schools as members of their local communities thereby widening their school’s scope of 
influence and support. This sharing of leadership does not diminish the power and 
influence of the chief leader; rather, it enhances their role within the community to that of 
visionary, coach, and guide. 
This research shows great value in expanding social networks, developing social 
contacts, and investing in the social capital that result from supportive school-community 
relationships. It is understood that relationship building and community engagement were 
at the heart of successful resource acquisition. Building a culture of shared leadership 
brings a sustainable support structure to schools. To support effective leadership, it is 
recommended that leaders hire only the best people, inspire purpose, enable them to be 
successful, and put into place collaborative work structures. As Participant 6 stated, 
“People work better when in community.” 
Engage in Intentional Public Outreach.  
 Private school leaders cannot passively expect for resources and support to come 
their way, they must make it happen. Leaders who focus on their school’s mission, view 
and approach community engagement as a means to advance and support their school, 
and know firsthand the opportunities, resources, and expectations of those inside and 
outside the walls of their campuses demonstrate the capacity to achieve their school’s 
goals. This strategic mindset for intentional public outreach may lead to financial, 
material, social, and educational opportunities for the school, as well as increased 
efficiency and effectiveness in attaining goals.  
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 Because private schools are mission driven institutions, it may be particularly 
important that private school leaders to engage with partners who share in 
complementary missions.  Reputation, financial, and perhaps even legal repercussions 
may result if the school is not careful with its relationships. All relationships need to be 
carefully managed. The key leadership qualities of intentional public outreach are to be 
mission driven, to seek mutual gain, and to be results oriented as one engages the 
community for the purpose of school support. 
Seek Professional Development in Small Business Leadership.  
Study participants consistently stressed that they felt ill prepared to lead the 
business aspects of their schools. This included an inadequate understanding of budgets, 
financial planning, human resources, marketing, student recruitment, running a board, 
business management, and organizational development. While many addressed their lack 
of knowledge with mentoring, coaching, or additional coursework, a more 
comprehensive approach is needed to provide professional development in small business 
leadership.  
 Existing literature on school leadership commonly recommends that business 
leadership be added to educational leadership preparation programs, the results of this 
study also takes the stance of calling for this change. The perceptions of study 
participants universally expressing frustration and professional limitations due to 
inadequate preparation cannot go unnoticed. With the increasing complexities in the field 
of education and the competitive marketing of private schools, private school leaders 
must be prepared to run their schools as businesses as it has become an unavoidable 
element of school leadership. 
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“Create What You Believe In, Love Your School, Have Fun” (P3).  
This quote from Participant 3 encapsulates the attitude expressed by participants 
as being necessary to successfully engage in their communities and inspire support for 
their schools. Participant 3 took leadership of his school over 25 years ago. He said that at 
the time the school was struggling with poor academic performance, low morale, and 
lacking a sense of identity.  He reported that after developing a mission, maintaining only 
the staff who shared in his vision, and building a collaborative community culture across 
all shareholders, he was able to create the school he is proud to lead. Now his school’s 
enrollment is at capacity, it enjoys a strong reputation in its region, and raises 
approximately a million dollars a year in annual giving. He reports, “We have fun in this 
culture. It’s serious by intent, but charming in its nature” (P3). 
The recommendation to private school leaders to “create what you believe in, love 
your school, have fun” reflects the emergent themes and sub-themes of this study: 
mission, relationships, intentional environment, building community, connect, and 
expressing gratitude. The leaders involved in this study frequently acknowledged the 
importance of improving relationships among individuals within their schools, creating 
external networking activities to improve the school’s relationship with shareholders and 
the greater community, and just as frequently acknowledged the importance of gratitude 
and joy. As the process of building social capital can leverage resources and increase 
performance for the purpose of accomplishing goals, the findings from this study indicate 
that private school leaders can do this best if they inspire, motivate, celebrate, express 
gratitude, and spread joy. 
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Recommendations for Further Research 
 Private school leadership has been an understudied phenomenon. Given the 
environmental stressors of a downturned economy, financial strain, limited benefactors 
and resources, a competitive educational market, school closures, and a new consumer 
orientation towards school choice, continued research in the field of private school 
leadership could provide further understanding and guidance to leaders and 
policymakers. As this phenomenological study of the lived experience of private school 
leaders as they engage in their communities to gain resources and support for their 
schools has resulted in an increased knowledge of the phenomena, additional research 
may deepen the understanding. Suggested research to further inform private school 
leadership includes the study of advancing charitable giving to schools and private school 
philanthropy, the study of private high school leaders’ acquisition of resources as 
compared to private K-8 acquisition, and the study of leaders acquiring support for 
private schools serving low income families. It is also strongly recommended for research 
on private school leadership formation programs with the intent of informing best 
practices for the preparation of private school leaders. 
 The first recommendation is for future research to help identify the factors which 
motivate charitable giving and private school philanthropy. The participants in this study 
all lead non-profit schools, however only one participant expressed the use of their non-
profit status to inspire charitable giving. While most participants reported the common 
experience of striving to motivate benefactors and community members to give in 
support of their schools, only one participant made it a point to intentionally teach parents 
of his school the value and importance of philanthropy. Further research into the factors 
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that inspire and motivate people to charitably give to private schools would help inform 
best practices for private school leaders and non-profit development directors. 
The second recommendation to explore the phenomena of private high school 
acquisition of resources in comparison to private K-8 acquisition would also help inform 
best practices for leaders seeking support of their schools. Private high schools typically 
gain support from their alumni beyond what alumni would give to their private K-8 
schools. A study of this phenomenon, along with other factors, such as the influence of 
athletics, community perceptions, and demographics, may add to the knowledge of 
private school acquisition of support and resources. 
The recommendation to study the acquisition of support for private schools 
serving low income families may inform best practices in support of missions to educate 
underserved and at-risk students. The unique characteristics of low income schools 
require unique remedies to the problems faced by their leaders. A study to inform the 
practice of low income private school leadership would benefit and support this important 
mission to educate those in need. 
The strongest recommendation that emerged from this study is for further 
research to inform private school leadership formation programs.  With unique challenges 
facing private school leaders and the changing environment in which they lead their 
schools, research for the intent of informing best practices in professional development 
programs of private school leaders will be highly beneficial for both leaders and schools. 
Summary 
This study sought to explore how private school leaders leverage social capital to 
gain resources from their communities in order to support the budgetary and financial 
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needs of their schools. A phenomenological approach yielded four major findings from 
the shared experiences of ten participants who lead private, non-profit K-8 schools in 
Northern California. These findings indicate that private school leaders leverage social 
capital to acquire resources for their schools by inspiring mission, developing 
relationships, sharing leadership, and overcoming the challenges that are unique to their 
roles. From a synthesis of these findings with information presented in the literature 
review, this study offers four recommendations to private school leaders who seek to 
build support and acquire resources for their schools: build a community culture of 
shared leadership, engage in intentional public outreach, seek professional development 
in small business leadership, and “create what you believe in, love your school, have fun” 
(P3). 
As I began this study, I was in my first year of leadership in a financially 
struggling private school. Upon completion of this study almost eighteen months later, I 
realize I found great professional advantage for conducting this research as it has 
informed my leadership practices and paradigms. As a phenomenological researcher, I 
spent carefully listened, reviewed, and studied the shared perceptions of my participants 
so to separate potential biases from my own personal views and experiences. This 
phenomenological research methodology, coupled with regular practice of Scharmer’s 
Theory (Scharmer, 2009), the movement of sensing, presencing, and realizing an 
emergent truth, allowed me a deepened understanding of how participants brought 
support to their schools.  
I have integrated much of what I have learned from this study into my own 
leadership and as a result I have experienced increasing levels of support within my 
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school. With a focus on building community, shared purpose, and the goal of providing 
the best educational experience for our students, my school conquered its financial 
problems and organizational complacency. High transparency and an emphasis on 
person-to-person communication helped me build supportive networks during the most 
difficult months. Now I see energy and excitement in my school for its mission, I witness 
to the feelings of unity that emerge from community relationships, I enjoy the collective 
power of shared leadership, and I am able to navigate the challenges of my position 
without allowing them to derail the goals I must achieve. It is my hope that with time and 
continued effort, the networks of support within my school will strengthen and grow, 
becoming avenues into the greater community, relationships that will support and sustain 
the school for the future.  
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
 
 
School-Community Engagement for School Resource Acquisition:  
A Phenomenological Study of Private School Leaders 
 
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Location/Setting: 
Interviewer: Linda Norman 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
Before Interview is conducted: 
• Thank the Interviewee for taking time out of his or her schedule to be part of your 
research 
• Explain the purpose of the study 
• Inform Interviewee approximate length of interview (60-90 minutes) 
• Inform Interviewee that interview will be audio recorded 
Inform interviewee that confidentiality is important. Neither the interviewee nor 
school will be named nor will a pseudonym be created to present his or her 
comments. 
• Remind the interviewee that his or her participation is voluntary and he or she has 
the option to end the interview at any time and withdraw from the study.  
• Reconfirm with the interviewee that they wish to participate in the interview.  
 
 
 
Open-ended interview questions: 
1. Tell me about yourself, how did you get into the field of education? 
2. Tell me about some of the challenges you have experienced in leading your 
school. 
3. Tell me about your school parents. 
4. What sorts of businesses and professions are represented in your parent 
population? 
5. How do parents support your school? 
6. What ways do you wish you could work with parents and families? 
7. Do you ever get help from people outside the school? 
8. How comfortable are you with networking with people? 
9. Have you taken any classes in business and management? If not, what have you 
learned in these areas while leading your school? 
10. What else do you want to tell me? 
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Appendix B: Interview Invitation Email 
 
(date) 
 
Dear ____________, 
 
Thank you for accepting the invitation to participate in my research study on the 
experiences of private school leaders in acquiring school support through their 
community. The purpose of this study is to identify strategies used by private school 
leaders to gain resources from their community that they do not have within their school. 
This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation requirement for my Doctoral 
Degree in Educational Leadership and Management at Drexel University under the 
supervision of Dr. Kathy Geller, Principal Investigator and dissertation Supervising 
Professor.  
  
I look forward to our one-to-one interview on ________ at ________ - which will last no 
more than 60 minutes. For the purpose of data collection, I ask that I be permitted to 
audio tape the interview and take handwritten notes through the process. In addition, if 
you wish, feel free to share with me any "artifacts", such as documentation of community 
engagement, school-community projects, and collaborative programming that supports 
your school. 
  
Participation in this study is completely voluntary, all participants will remain 
anonymous, and you are free to decide not to participate or to withdraw at any time 
without consequence. There are no known risks and/or discomforts associated with this 
study. If you have any questions, please contact me at ________ or by email at ________ 
@drexel.edu. You may also contact the Principal Investigator: Kathy Geller, Ph.D., 
Drexel University (Sacramento Campus), School of Education, ________; ________ 
@drexel.edu 
  
Thank you in advance for taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with me. I truly 
appreciate your involvement. 
  
  
 Sincerely, 
  
Linda Norman 
Co-investigator 
Doctoral Candidate 
Ed.D in Educational Leadership and Management 
Drexel University, School of Education 
________ @drexel.edu 
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Appendix C: Findings and Sub-Findings 
 
 
 
 
Theme: Mission 
 
  
Theme: Relationship 
 
Finding:  
 
The school mission s and motivates 
school engagement 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finding: 
 
Developing relationships is essential for 
gaining school support 
 
Sub-findings: 
 
Clarity of purpose and direction 
 
Values driven, intentional environment 
 
Student centeredness 
 
 
Sub-findings: 
 
Community engagement 
 
Building community 
 
A culture of support 
  
 
Theme: Challenges 
 
 
Theme: Shared Leadership 
 
Finding: 
 
Private school leaders face unique 
challenges in running their schools 
 
 
Finding: 
 
Shared leadership provides 
opportunities for increased school 
support 
 
Sub-findings: 
 
Challenges of private school leadership 
 
Running a small business 
 
Overcoming resistance 
 
 
Sub-findings: 
 
Communicate – connect 
 
Shared leadership 
 
Expressing gratitude 
 
 
 
